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Abstract 
Strategies for Improving Instruction for English Language Learners and Culturally 
Diverse Student Populations. Turanza D. Jackson, 2014: Applied Dissertation, Nova 
Southeastern University, Abraham S. Fischler School of Education. ERIC Descriptors: 
English (Second Language), Multicultural Education, Cultural Awareness, English 
Language Learners 
 
This applied dissertation was designed to determine effective strategies that promote 
academic success for high school students of diverse cultural populations, particularly 
students learning English. Many ineffective strategies used by teachers in English-
language classrooms also lack the culturally accepting element. Students from various 
sociocultural and linguistically diverse backgrounds are experiencing limited academic 
engagement because of educators’ deficiency in cultural perspectives. The problem 
addressed was the need to improve educational opportunities and academic engagement 
for English language learner (ELL) students and the diverse needs of students from 
various cultural backgrounds.  
 
A qualitative research design was conducted by examining the instructional methods and 
leadership practices of participating faculty and staff at a high school servicing ELL 
students and culturally diverse student populations. This research design focused on 
understanding strategies for improved performance of ELL students and diverse student 
populations in the teaching and learning environment with particular interest on how 
faculty were engaged in using specific strategies. Through the collection of interview, 
documentation, and observational data, detailed conceptual theory was developed. 
 
A constant comparative analysis of the data revealed 5 themes that support existing 
theories in the literature: student engagement, classroom strategies, environmental 
conditions, teacher–student relationships, and challenges that impede performance. This 
study resulted in 3 main conclusions. First, a strong relationship exists between students’ 
increased classroom engagement and improved student performance. Next, student 
engagement is influenced by 4 main practices selected by teachers: grouping, relevant 
topics, collaboration, and differentiation. Finally, 3 factors that greatly affect student 
performance are relationship dynamics, cultural perceptions, and external challenges. 
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Chapter 1: Introduction 
Statement of the Problem 
The topic. This applied dissertation was designed to investigate and provide 
information regarding the efficacy of strategies used in serving culturally diverse student 
populations. Students from various sociocultural and linguistically diverse backgrounds 
are experiencing limited academic engagement because of educators’ deficiency in 
cultural perspectives. To address this issue, schools can improve educational 
opportunities and academic engagement for these youth by creating nurturing school 
cultures that support academic success through culturally responsive leading by 
embedding effective and meaningful classroom strategies to better serve this youth group. 
Organizational setting. The study school is located in Central Georgia and is one 
of the district’s Title I centers serving approximately 1,800 students. The school is on the 
lower end of the socioeconomic scale; 75% of students receive free or reduced-price 
lunch. The mobility rate is 46%. Located on a large, suburban campus, the study school 
serves students in Grades 9–12 with an overall ethnic-minority enrollment of 98%. At the 
time of the study, students were housed within academies represented as follows: 502 in 
Grade 9, 514 in Grade 10, 441 in Grade 11, and 483 in Grade 12. The ethnic composition 
of the student population was 79% African American, 16% Hispanic, 2% Asian, and 2% 
European American. Of this student population, 4% were English language learner (ELL) 
students. The various languages spoken by the student population include English, 
Spanish, French, and Mandarin. The leadership staff is a principal with 6 years of 
experience as a classroom teacher and 10 years of administrative services and an assistant 
principal with 29 years of experience in the school system. The program employs 109 
certified teachers in the areas of science, mathematics, social studies, English, and 
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performance arts. The staff includes two certified teachers to support students in the 
English for Speakers of Other Languages (ESOL) program at the study site. The 
researcher has been employed at the study school as a certified teacher.   
Phenomenon of interest. The district’s ESOL department study recognized that 
ELL students encounter many challenges in the classroom while developing language 
skills and academic content. According to the standards set by the school district, the 
intent of the ESOL program at the study site is to provide support for English language 
acquisition and fluency in content-based instruction. Specified by the departmental goals, 
standards-based instruction should also be combined with language-rich classes in an 
environment that is both rigorous and nurturing, as students are prepared to participate in 
mainstream classrooms. The school system’s ESOL department serves over 5,000 
students, and approximately 6% of these students are serviced at the study site. One goal 
of the ESOL department at the study site is to provide continuous support for teachers of 
ELL students in the academic setting to work effectively with these students.  
García (1991) discussed the at-risk status that is placed upon ethnic-minority 
youth in social institutions due to the continued diversification of the U.S. population. 
García maintained that school-aged youth who are considered vulnerable, as measured by 
societal perceptions, must be successful in order to offer information for future 
knowledge. García highlighted that the success of students identified as culturally and 
linguistically diverse depends on the power of the educational programs in which they 
participate. Peercy (2011) described challenges in educating students who are learning 
English at the secondary level and how teachers are actually preparing these students to 
succeed academically in mainstream learning environments. Peercy noted the importance 
of considering how ELL students at the secondary level are being prepared to meet the 
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demands of mainstream classrooms and whether effective strategies are being 
implemented. When the academic success of students who are learning to speak English 
is inhibited by the lack of meaningful classroom strategies by qualified teachers, the 
situation warrants some investigation.  
The same vulnerability that García (1991) discussed pertaining to ELL students 
during that time is still relevant in present learning environments. Too many instructional 
methods used by teachers in second-language classrooms are ineffective, lacking the 
culturally accommodating element. Secondary level teachers of culturally and language 
diverse student populations need to utilize effective strategies and instructional practices 
that foster cultural responsiveness and academic engagement. It is important that the 
strategies and practices currently being used by teachers of this youth group be examined 
by focusing on the teachers’ methods.  
According to García (1991), specific instructional strategies geared toward 
meeting the needs of language-minority students can yield successful academic results. 
Klein (2008) argued that educators often forget or are less informed of the rich cultural 
experiences and first-language knowledge that ELL students bring to the classrooms. 
This perception leads to reduced classroom engagement by the teacher and passive 
learning for students who are language learners and are otherwise knowledgeable and 
capable learners. Mohr and Mohr (2007) defended the importance of social and academic 
engagement of ELL students to their proficiency and productivity. With classrooms 
becoming more culturally and linguistically diverse, teachers need to broaden their 
understanding and prior knowledge of students’ diverse backgrounds in order to create a 
more inclusive learning environment for students who are learning to speak English 
(Baskerville, 2011). By establishing meaningful relationships with students, effective 
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teachers gain a deeper understanding and knowledge of students, which also leads to fair 
and equitable teaching strategies that expand the learning experiences for ELL students 
and overall student achievement (Jiménez & Rose, 2010).  
 Background and justification. According to U.S. News & World Report (2012) 
reports of proficiency levels on student exit exams, only 15% of disadvantaged students 
at the study school were calculated to demonstrate success at college-level course work. 
The reports suggested that student performance ranks had been consistently low for the 6-
year period of 2006–2012. According to the study site’s 2012-2013 School Improvement 
Plan, the district developed a system of cohesive planning practices to demonstrate the 
district’s commitment to ensuring the preparedness for postsecondary options for all 
students. The goals included identifying and prioritizing areas to improve student 
achievement results and creating plans to achieve specific performance results and meet 
the needs of the students. The study site identified instruction, collaboration, and 
environment as part of the School Improvement Plan and school-wide focus to address 
the needs of students. 
Data results for the study site were included in the School Improvement Plan. The 
representative data were identified by the following categories for analysis: (a) subgroup, 
(b) grade level, and (c) content areas. Students who were more at risk of not meeting state 
academic standards were acknowledged through the completion of assessment data by 
establishing (a) students who were failing courses, (b) students who were off track for 
graduation, (c) students who were missing specific state assessments, and (d) students 
who were chronically absent. Students who fit one or more of the categories were 
identified as students in danger of not meeting state academic standards. The data 
indicated major strengths for the subgroup identified as the ELL population, 
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demonstrating the ability to pass the English language arts portion of the Georgia High 
School Graduation Test as first-time test takers. The data also indicated that the subgroup 
for the ELL population had improved by less than a 1% increase in other content areas 
since 2009.  
The School Improvement Plan indicated that data could be attributed to a 
significant number of students entering the study school from middle school education 
unfavorably prepared for high school level course work, along with other factors. Based 
on an analysis of data, one of the goals for improvement for the study site was to increase 
the support of students of the ELL subgroup population based on needs-assessment data, 
testing data, and classroom data and to provide options for students to be successful. The 
study site has experienced a growing number of students who are learning to speak 
English. As the increase continues, educators have demonstrated concern about how to 
provide the best educational opportunities for these students while making efforts to 
provide them increased access to core curriculum studies and quickly moving students 
into mainstream classrooms or the general education population (Peercy, 2011). Relative 
to this growing concern, the need to understand the preferred teaching practices for 
students who are learning to speak English along with other culturally diverse 
populations and how these students are prepared for academic success warranted some 
investigation. 
 ELL students are the fastest growing segment of the student population in the 
United States, yet educators are continually challenged with finding effective teaching 
methods to assist this student group to progress academically (Dodson, 2008; Peercy, 
2011). As the ELL population continues to increase in modern classrooms, teachers 
contend with overcoming barriers identified as (a) the lack of understanding of cross-
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cultural literacy, (b) the inability to differentiate instruction for meeting students’ needs, 
(c) devaluation of language-learning interaction, and (d) a lack of understanding how to 
utilize assessment measures with diverse student populations (Helfrich & Bosh, 2011). It 
is important that teachers are offered support to contend with these barriers and become 
more effective in meeting the needs of all learners (Berg, Petrón, & Greybeck 2012; 
Helfrich & Bosh, 2011).   
 Helfrich and Bosh (2011) mentioned the expected increase of nonnative English-
speaking students and the percentage of nonnative English speakers whom teachers 
instruct daily. ELL students are a heterogeneous population speaking more than 450 
languages, with Spanish, Asian, Southeast Asian, and European languages being the ones 
most frequently spoken students who are nonnative English speakers (Payán & Nettles, 
n.d.). With a population growth that has in some states quadrupled between 1995 and 
2005, families of students learning to speak English are settling in challenging school 
districts where large achievement gaps have been reported (Payán & Nettles, n.d). The 
National Center for Education Statistics (2014) indicated 9.1% of U.S. public school 
students were learning English in the 2011-2012 school year, representing 4.4 million 
students, an increase over the 8.7% rate in 2002-2003. According to Lee (2012), students 
from culturally diverse families are populating U.S. school districts with diversity in 
terms of ethnicity, race, religion, language proficiency, immigration status, and 
socioeconomic status. The increase in cultural and linguistic diversity in challenging 
school districts makes the matter important to address.  
 Hersi and Watkinson (2012) shared that many school districts in the United States 
have responded to meeting the academic, language, and social needs of the school-aged 
ELL population by developing special programs designed for this purpose. There are 
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problems with these programs. Too often, the ESOL programs focus almost exclusively 
on acquiring English with limited academic content, and many schools operate as though 
the work of educating ELL students is the sole responsibility of the ESOL or bilingual 
staff in a school (Lee, 2012). This fallacy and ineffective practice lead to long-term 
negative effects on the academic achievement of ELL students (Berg et al., 2012). 
Instruction and academic engagement for students of culturally and linguistically diverse 
backgrounds in schools may be limited due to uninformed and uninvolved school 
personnel (Jiménez & Rose, 2010). Darling-Hammond (2006) reported data of teachers 
from exemplary teacher education programs rating themselves as ill prepared to work 
with students of limited English proficiency. Reeves (2006) examined the attitudes and 
perceptions of mainstream secondary teachers toward ELL student inclusion. Reeves 
disclosed survey data that 81% of secondary teachers self-identified as inadequately 
trained to work with ELL students, and many were portrayed as holding ambivalent, 
unwelcoming attitudes toward inclusion.  
Helfrich and Bosh (2011) maintained that the task of meeting the needs of diverse 
learners is an integral one that also requires balance. Helfrich and Bosh identified the 
importance of viewing language acquisition from the whole-child perspective and placing 
emphasis on the needs and developmental levels of the individual learners. Accordingly, 
Helfrich and Bosh identified acculturation instead of assimilation as effective attitudes 
that teachers should have towards teaching and learning. To provide more culturally 
responsive teaching, educators need to combine developing meaningful relationships with 
students with incorporating effective strategies to positively impact learning for diverse 
student groups (Yoon, 2007). 
 Deficiencies in the evidence. Schools in small, urban communities populated by 
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a significant number of ELL students lack many of the resources and tools afforded to 
larger area schools; more research is needed in these smaller communities to assist the 
needs of this youth group as well as the educators. Extensive, recent studies have been 
documented for elementary-aged and adult ELL students, but more research is needed 
with a focus on ELL students at the secondary level. 
 Audience. By examining a model approach to providing ELL students with 
academically challenging and culturally responsive learning environments through the 
use of effective and culturally relevant strategies, educators, system administrators, 
parents, the public at large, as well as teacher programs can be better prepared to meet the 
needs of this unique student population. This study was designed to bring awareness to 
professional development designers in planning programs that will assist schools to 
become more culturally responsive learning organizations. Further, this study informs 
future investigations into the perceived efficacy of strategies for students learning English 
and of culturally diverse populations. 
Definition of Terms 
 Culturally responsive. “This includes establishing positive relationships, 
addressing power imbalances in the classroom, acknowledging and having high 
expectations of themselves and their students” (Baskerville, 2011, p. 107). 
 Emergent bilinguals. This term “refers to students, typically immigrants, 
children of immigrants, or indigenous peoples, who are adding the dominant state 
language taught in school to their home language, and becoming bilingual in the process” 
(Menken, 2013, p. 438). 
 English language learner (ELL) students. ELL students are “children or adults 
who are learning English as a second or additional language. This term may apply to 
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learners across various levels of proficiency in English” (Echevarria, Vogt, & Short, 
2004, p. 222). ELL students may also be referred to as non-English-speaking students, 
students with limited English proficiency, and nonnative speakers (Echevarria et al., 
2004).   
 Limited English proficiency. This term is “used to refer to a student with 
restricted understanding or use of written and spoken English” (Echevarria et al., 2004, p. 
222). 
 Mainstream. Mainstream classrooms are content-area classrooms that do not 
necessarily make specific accommodations for students with special needs or students 
with limited English proficiency (Peercy, 2011).  
Purpose of the Study 
 The purpose of this qualitative analysis was to examine the strategies and 
instructional practices used by high school teachers of students learning English and of 
culturally diverse populations and ways in which these strategies influence the learning of 
this youth group at the study school. The findings suggested specific practices that 
contribute to student learning and that can be offered as recommendations for educators 
working with ELL students and culturally diverse populations. A phenomenological 
grounded theory underlay the methodology used to conduct this study. 
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Chapter 2: Literature Review 
 The phenomenon of globalization—described as “a movement of economic 
integration, of cultural homogenization, and of technological uniformation” (Finger, 
2005, p. 269)—has given cultural concerns increased notoriety in education. A similar 
analysis of globalization explained it as a long-term process by which society is 
consistently integrated worldwide (Merriam, Courtenay, & Cervero, 2006). Both 
definitions imply that society is forced to intermingle, interrelate, and exchange 
knowledge, beliefs, customs, culture, and various practices on a continuous basis. 
Modern society is widely globalized. In a society influenced by diversity and continuous 
advancements, education is challenged by various factors, especially culture. Culture 
influences how students learn, solve problems, and communicate; understanding aspects 
of culture is invaluable to students’ learning potential (Habib, Densmore-James, & 
Macfarlane, 2013). Though educational opportunities should be fair and equitable to all 
students, not all students share the same experiences. Students’ culture may positively or 
negatively influence their learning experiences (Roorda, Koomen, Spilt, & Oort, 2011). 
 This literature review reveals four areas of research that are relevant to the 
investigation of teachers of students learning English and of culturally diverse 
backgrounds and the strategies used by the teachers relative to students’ academic 
engagement and experiences. These four areas are (a) research that conceptualizes the 
relationship between challenges of diversity in urban schools and limited resources, (b) 
research that helps to operationally define what constitutes cultural responsiveness and 
suggests that it is an essential component of teachers and schools of diverse populations, 
(c) research that emphasizes the value of teacher–student relationships as contributing to 
the academic engagement of students, and (d) the effects of leadership on school culture. 
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The information presented in the literature highlights what elements of instructional 
strategies and practices may be most useful for teachers of students learning English and 
culturally diverse groups in the academic setting.  
Theoretical Perspective 
 Research extending over a decade has suggested that adequate support in regular 
classroom settings for ELL students has been lacking (Berg et al., 2012; Klein, 2008; van 
Tartwijk, den Brock, Veldman, & Wubbels, 2009; Yoon, 2008). Providing supportive 
teaching practices is urgently necessary with the increasing population of students who 
are learning English in U.S. schools (Dodson, 2008; Hersi & Watkinson, 2012; National 
Center for Education Statistics, 2014). Certain understandings related to teachers’ roles 
and particular approaches taken by the teachers of ELL students should be extended to 
include the social and cultural needs of this unique student group (Yoon, 2008).  
 In many secondary schools, students are learning to speak English as a second 
language and are consequently labeled as such. This student population includes students 
of diverse sociocultural and linguistic backgrounds (García, Arias, Murri, & Serna, 
2010). With the increasing number of students who speak English as a second language, 
many teachers are required to teach this group of students with limited training or 
knowledge of useful strategies for the success of this youth group (García et al., 2010). 
García et al. (2010) detailed the minimal formal preparation, yet high expectations, of 
teachers assigned to instruct ELL students. With the growing presence of students with 
language backgrounds other than English, there is a critical need to prepare teachers for 
diverse educational experiences (García et al., 2010; Porto, 2010).  
 The challenge of becoming more culturally responsive is related to understanding 
challenges in diversity, differentiating the academic needs versus the language 
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acquisition of ELL students, and establishing proper teacher–student relationships (Berg 
et al., 2012; Gay, 2013; Hersi & Watkinson, 2012; Klein, 2008). Accordingly, these areas 
are considered the foundational efforts for the educational success of many ELL students 
(Berg et al., 2012; Hersi & Watkinson, 2012; Klein, 2008). This literature review focuses 
on strategies and ideas incorporated by secondary level teachers for meeting the needs of 
ELL students.  
Historical Context of ELL Students in Mainstream Content 
 Passed in early 2002, the No Child Left Behind Act required every core academic 
classroom to be trained by highly qualified teachers (Echevarria et al., 2004). However, 
the demand for bilingual or certified ESOL teachers exceeded the actual supply of 
qualified professionals to teach students with limited English proficiency (Echevarria et 
al., 2004). Furthermore, many states did not require all teachers who taught ELL students 
to have specified training to serve this specialized group (Echevarria et al., 2004). Bal 
and Perzigian (2013) reported that less than 3% of kindergarten through Grade 12 
teachers serving linguistically and culturally diverse students—including those identified 
as ELL students—in their classrooms were trained to teach those students. Moreover, 
Echevarria et al. (2004) noted that many teacher preparation programs did not equip 
undergraduates with strategies to work with linguistically and culturally diverse students. 
To compensate for the shortage of certified professionals to work with ELL students, 
schools commonly hired less qualified teachers, used substitutes, increased class sizes, or 
solicited professionals to teach courses outside of their fields of study (Echevarria et al., 
2004). 
 Historically, ELL students expressed difficulty in school when factors such as 
program design, instructional goals, and students’ needs were not appropriately aligned 
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(Echevarria et al., 2004). Furthermore, Bal and Perzigian (2013) observed, “Large urban 
schools in which minority and immigrant students are overrepresented, are characterized 
by unsatisfactory conditions such as low educational and financial resources, high rates 
of teacher turnover, limited native language support, unchallenging curriculum, and 
minimal school–family collaboration” (p. 8). More recently, the ESOL teacher 
community realized that students would benefit from new instructional approaches and 
subsequently adjusted pedagogical practices and curriculum content to connect content 
and standards for ELL and non-ELL students (Echevarria et al., 2004; Peercy, 2011). 
Prior to this realization by educational professionals, curricula mainstream students and 
students with limited English proficiency had been separate with minimal effort in 
connecting content knowledge with language acquisition (Peercy, 2011).  
 During the early 1950s, the transition in instructional practices for ESOL teaching 
began with the direct method of instruction (Echevarria et al., 2004). After the 1950s, the 
transition continued to the audio-lingual method to later preparing students to use 
functional methods of communicating by the communicative method of instruction 
(Echevarria et al., 2004). The communicative method was a predecessor to the 
development of content-based ESOL curricula that assisted in preparing students for 
instruction in mainstream classrooms (Echevarria et al., 2004).  
 To encourage positive educational outcomes for students with limited English 
proficiency, it is valuable that educators emphasize the importance of students gaining 
content knowledge and English language skills simultaneously (Peercy, 2011). According 
to Peercy (2011), content instruction becomes more complex, while the content-
knowledge gap is widened if instruction for ELL students is limited to language 
development. As content-based instruction has become the favored method of instructing 
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ELL students in modern classrooms, it is of particular importance for teachers to utilize 
appropriate strategies that will assist these students in achieving academically (Echevarria 
et al., 2004). Menken (2013) exposed recent research concerning the performance levels 
of emergent bilinguals compared to their peers. Menken highlighted the complexity in the 
experience of developing both language and content at the secondary level for emergent 
bilinguals and considered this group as “overlooked and underserved” (p. 439). Menken 
also emphasized that, although research has suggested otherwise, academic instruction 
for this adolescent group remains persistent in monolinguistic English-speaking 
environments. Menken proposed that academic language combined with literacy 
development should be embedded in the learning process for emergent bilingual students.   
Challenges in Diversity 
 Berry, Phinney, Sam, and Vedder (2006) indicated that the consequences of 
immigration are the “experience of acculturation by groups and individuals, and the 
emergence of culturally plural societies” (p. 305). Within these culturally impacted 
societies, people are required to adopt different approaches leading to successful 
adaptation of living in a multicultural environment (Berry et al., 2006). Acculturation is 
described as a process that not only affects external customs and lifestyles but also occurs 
psychologically, affecting attitudes, identities, and behaviors (Berry et al., 2006). 
According to Berry et al., the acculturation experiences of students of culturally diverse 
backgrounds are consistent with how adults acculturate with a large number of youth 
preferring to integrate with national culture. Berry et al. studied over 4,000 students of 
culturally diverse backgrounds and explained the largest percentage, 36.4%, preferred to 
acculturate by being involved in their own heritage culture and the national culture. The 
ways of engaging include acculturation attitudes, cultural identities, language behavior, 
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social involvement, and personal relationships (Berry et al., 2006). The study concluded 
that in terms of acculturation, being involved in both cultures (integration) promoted 
better psychological and sociocultural adaptation among this youth group (Berry et al., 
2006). The challenges arise when the institutions and the societies receiving students of 
culturally diverse backgrounds lack the orientation preferred by the group pursuing the 
integration path (Berry et al., 2006).  
 Ben-Peretz, Eilam, and Yankelevitch (as cited in van Tartwijk et al., 2009) 
described multicultural classrooms as characterized by diversity of ethnicity, religion, 
mother tongue, and cultural traditions. Faiter (as cited in Johnson & Chang, 2012) 
highlighted the complexity of diversity involves academic ability, multiple learning 
styles, attitudes, socioeconomic status, home language, and developmental level. Some 
researchers have agreed that many challenges exist for programs with such diverse 
student populations (Habib et al., 2013; Johnson & Chang, 2012). According to Johnson 
and Chang (2012), the range of cultures found in most ESOL classrooms requires 
educators to consider all the features that encompass diversity including culture and 
gender. Notably, Johnson and Chang agreed that the issues of diversity could be focused 
through culturally responsive teaching strategies by which students have an open 
platform to share their backgrounds and culture. Habib et al. (2013) concurred that 
educational practices must involve attitudes of respect and appreciation for all cultures 
within today’s heterogeneous classrooms.  
 Although the issues of diversity are an important matter of concern, the first 
concern for most students and teachers in secondary education is creating a positive 
working atmosphere in the learning environment (Habib et al., 2013; van Tartwijk et al., 
2009). The various challenges provided by multicultural classrooms for students and less 
16 
 
 
experienced teachers indicate the potential misunderstanding between students and 
teachers with different ethnic and sociocultural backgrounds (Andersen, 2013; van 
Tartwijk et al., 2009). Another significant challenge is related to location of most 
multicultural schools, which are typically found in urban communities (Hersi & 
Watkinson, 2012; van Tartwijk et al., 2009). As the challenges relate specifically to 
emergent bilinguals, many school districts have special programs designed to meet 
specific language, academic, and social needs in order to accelerate their learning within 
a limited period of time (Hersi & Watkinson, 2012). Whereas many programs offer 
students support in the areas of language, academic, and social needs, others offer 
students limited access to content learning, language, and literacy development due to a 
variety reasons, such as limited resources, deficit perceptions, and complex educational 
policies (Hersi & Watkinson, 2012). 
 Given the variety of challenges and characteristics presented by multicultural 
classrooms, the innovative educational programs provided by school districts must be 
flexible and carefully designed to meet the specific needs of unique student populations 
(Habib et al., 2013). To respond to challenges in diverse learning situations, school 
leaders can advocate and nurture inclusive ideals and emphasize student learning and 
classroom practice (Ludlow, 2011). Hersi and Watkinson (2012) suggested that programs 
should capitalize on rich cultural and linguistic resources, differentiate instruction to 
tailor it to the needs of individual students, monitor student academic progress, and 
engage parents. Habib et al. (2013) declared that meeting the needs of culturally and 
linguistically diverse students requires educators who possess sociocultural 
consciousness. According to Gerzon-Kessler (2006), educators must cultivate the mind 
and heart of students, meaning that social and emotional intelligence must be cultivated. 
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Gerzon-Kessler established this as one of the guiding principles toward effectively 
serving language-minority students. Habib et al. suggested that these educators embrace 
the opportunities to effect positive change within diverse academic settings. Habib et al. 
distinguished further that employing the skill of cultural responsiveness is a continuous 
journey of embracing one’s personal identity while exploring and celebrating other 
cultures. Baskerville (2011) agreed that the matters are complex, but the work in schools 
to develop cohesion within culturally diverse classrooms is becoming increasingly 
important as geographic mobility and cultural mixing increases.  
Cultural Responsiveness  
 As previously mentioned, the role of culture is multidimensional for culturally 
and linguistically diverse students (Habib et al., 2013). Research concerning culturally 
responsive pedagogy has been promising in support of empowered learning for minority 
and majority students (Sleeter, 2012). It is important to note how cultural responsive 
teaching is defined before highlighting its significance in diverse academic settings. 
Wlodkowski and Ginsberg (as cited in Johnson & Chang, 2012) characterized culturally 
responsive teaching as having equal respect for the circumstances and backgrounds of all 
students. Gay (2013) emphasized culturally responsive pedagogy as teaching “to and 
through” students’ cultural diversity, which in turn helps them develop deeper knowledge 
concerning the “lives, cultures, contributions, experiences, and challenges of different 
ethnic and racial groups in the United States” (p. 49). Gay noted the importance of 
accuracy for all students concerning ethnic and cultural diversity in order to respond to 
negative misconceptions and distorted social information. Osland and Turner (2011) 
discussed how the various cultural differences that are perceived concerning culture 
determine how much knowledge is acquired about another culture. This idea is prevalent 
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in multilingual, multicultural, and multiethnic classrooms and leads to the importance of 
cultural factors in language education (Porto, 2010).  
 Porto (2010) described the significance of cultural factors in foreign language 
education and how they might be reflected in one’s daily performance, in essence, 
permeating all learning. Considering cultural responsiveness in education to be teachers 
making connections with students as individuals, while understanding the sociocultural 
and historical contexts that influence students, Porto argued that all teaching practices 
need to be culturally responsive in order to be considered best practices. Adair, Tobin, 
and Arzubiaga (2012) exposed the argument of scholars in bilingual and multicultural 
education that students are best served by teachers who are well versed in the cultural 
backgrounds and native language of their students. In concurrence, Baskerville (2011) 
discussed the need for teachers to develop cohesion within culturally diverse classrooms 
through learning opportunities that are challenging and enriching; teachers must 
understand students’ diverse backgrounds and prior knowledge. By doing so, teachers are 
likely to serve the learning needs of students more effectively. Porto (2010) suggested 
that congruence between taught content and students’ ability to learn likely will result 
when educators attempt to understand the social, cultural, and language associations of 
the learners. 
 The focus of the literature on cultural responsiveness emphasizes what it requires 
and how diverse student populations may benefit. It is equally important to discuss what 
culturally responsive pedagogy should not be. Sleeter (2012) noted that culturally 
responsive pedagogy is often understood in simplistic and limited approaches. Sleeter 
suggested that culturally responsive pedagogy should not be reduced to trivial steps to 
follow or assumptions that a conception of the culture or ethnic group is a fixed 
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characteristic that is applicable to all individuals who belong to that group. Instead, 
Sleeter explained that culturally responsive teaching involves connecting culture and 
learning. Relative to this idea, Gay (2012) proposed that the academic engagement of 
racially, ethnically, and culturally diverse students should align “in-school learning to 
out-of-school living; promote educational equity and excellence; create community 
among individuals from cultural, social, and ethnic backgrounds; and develop student 
agency, efficacy, and empowerment” (p. 49).  
 Although many researchers have supported culturally responsive pedagogy, 
Sleeter (2012) claimed that neoliberal reform in education has the potential to 
marginalize cultural responsiveness. Sleeter pointed out that policy makers align 
standardization and testing to economic productivity. According to Sleeter, the 
standardization that is imposed upon U.S. schools makes teachers’ professional 
development, context, culture, and racism less important to educational policy makers. 
Sleeter explained standardization and education reforms that have dominated U.S. 
schools lead to all students being offered the same curriculum being taught the same way. 
Sleeter reported trends and examples that illustrated how the standardized model 
negatively affects culturally and linguistically diverse student groups. Sleeter further 
explained how multicultural policy is being affected globally using standardization and 
testing to tie education to economic productivity. Sleeter highlighted that most efforts of 
policy makers have been concerned with standardization of curriculum and pedagogy 
instead of deepening approaches to culturally responsive, multicultural, and bilingual 
approaches to teaching.  
 Gay (2012) posited that attitudes and beliefs precede and shape behaviors. In this 
belief, Gay stated that for the purpose of enriching and perpetuating a culture of 
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individuals to become contributing members of society, education must be based upon 
the perspectives of the individuals for whom it was designed. Accordingly, Gay 
suggested, the progression of education must consider the differences among the beliefs, 
attitudes, customs, values, and norms that a unilateral system of cultivating knowledge 
cannot attain.  
 The preparation of teachers of ELL students is especially important for equipping 
the learning environment for students (Yoon, 2007). García et al. (2012) discussed the 
enhancement of teacher knowledge for cultural responsiveness and linguistic diversity 
and highlighted a framework for developing their knowledge through contact, 
collaboration, and community. García et al. noted the critical need for preparing teachers 
of language-minority learners, particularly considering current demographics. The 
framework presented in the research explored the options for teachers to expand their 
knowledge base, skills base, and attitudes and dispositions concerning effectiveness in 
working with ELL students (García et al., 2012). Lucas and Grinberg (as cited in García 
et al., 2012) suggested that effectively prepared teachers of ELL students should possess 
language-related experience and linguistic knowledge and should have opportunities to 
collaborate with teachers across disciplines. García et al. further identified key areas of 
responsive teacher preparation to involve situated learning grounded in English language 
communities; exploration and comprehension of personal values, identities, and social 
beliefs; and opportunities with diverse learners and diverse experiences. According to 
García et al., the intentions of these areas specifically are related to developing a 
“sociocultural consciousness” (p. 137); understanding individual selves in regards to race, 
class, and ethnicity and how this transfers into society; and helping teachers to understand 
the cultural backgrounds of students different from theirs by being immersed in the lives 
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and cultures of the students.   
 García et al. (2012) argued that preparing teachers to construct culturally 
responsive pedagogy has important implications. The overall teaching and learning 
experiences are interrelated with teachers’ recognizing the students’ active role in the 
process; a respect for the students’ values, beliefs, histories, and behaviors; and the 
influence of the students’ everyday lives and connection to the learning environment 
(García et al., 2012). To address the challenges faced by schools of increasingly diverse 
populations, García et al. emphasized the importance of focusing on the social, cultural, 
and linguistic diversity represented by the student population to ensure educational 
success. García et al. noted the necessity for responsive learning communities to address 
issues of diversity to sustain educational improvement over time.   
 Noddings (2005, 2012) reemphasized teachers’ responding to students in ways 
that build and sustain meaningful and positive relationships. In the distinction between 
caring for students and caring of students, Noddings (2012) argued that caring-for 
relationships set a stronger educational and moral foundation compared to criterion-based 
standards, standardized testing, or character-education programs. Shevalier and 
McKenzie (2012) expressed that Noddings’s care-based education model, composed of 
modeling, dialog and attention, practice, and confirmation, exposes the ethics of the 
human nature in relation to cultural responsiveness. Accordingly, culturally responsive 
teaching is about ethics (Shevalier & McKenzie, 2012). To this end, as stated by 
Shevalier and McKenzie, “Teachers who fostered academic, social, and emotional 
development in highly diverse, low-income classrooms ” (p. 1093) were also committed 
to the mutual expression of students and of responding to their “expressed” and 
“inferred” needs (Noddings, 2005, p. 149). 
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 In their discussion concerning components of culturally responsive teaching 
practices, Shevalier and McKenzie (2012) cited Noddings’s care theory to dispute the 
value of cultural and linguistic diversity in urban schools. Shevalier and McKenzie 
argued that culturally responsive teaching practices, combined with caring and ethics-
based approaches, improve the opportunity of teaching students in urban areas. Shevalier 
and McKenzie highlighted why culturally responsive teaching practices are important and 
necessary. Shevalier and McKenzie referred to Noddings’s distinction between caring 
about and caring for students to illustrate considerations of effective teachers. In their 
illustrations, Shevalier and McKenzie established the connections between Noddings’s 
care theory and culturally responsive practice. 
Teacher–Student Relationships 
 Several studies have conceptualized the role of teacher–student relationships 
(Hersi & Watkinson, 2012; Marzano, 2003; Peguero & Bondy, 2011; Shevalier & 
McKenzie, 2012). Continuous research has emphasized the potential that teachers have to 
influence students’ education. Marzano (2003) suggested the variability in teacher 
effectiveness raises the stakes in identifying effective teachers and teacher practices. 
Marzano explained the level of impact that teachers have on students is immeasurable; 
nonetheless, the teacher-level impact outweighs the school-level impact on students. 
Marzano cited countless research describing data that demonstrated how individual 
teachers have a greater influence on student achievement than decisions made at the 
school level. The conclusion of these studies highlighted that teacher actions enhanced 
student achievement more than school actions alone (Marzano, 2003). Conclusively, the 
studies indicated the level of teacher competence yielded greater results in student 
achievement than the ineffective teacher who negatively influenced student achievement 
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(Marzano, 2003). According to Marzano, many teachers in practice can employ skills in 
specific areas of teaching such as instruction, classroom management, or curriculum 
design separately. However, Marzano defined teacher-level effectiveness as a holistic 
endeavor, encompassing skills in all three areas, with each one being of equal importance 
in obtaining positive results in the practice of effective teaching. Research related to these 
areas helps to sustain the idea that all these factors are related to effective teaching.  
 The relationship factor between teachers and students contributes greatly to 
classroom management as well as to understanding how the classroom environment 
relates to behavior (Marzano, 2003). According to Marzano (2003), understanding the 
cultural diversity in the classroom is just as important as learning the cultural diversity 
within a school. Van Tartwijk et al (2009) rationalized that multicultural classrooms are 
characterized by a diversity of ethnicity, religion, language, and cultural traditions. Due 
to the cultural diversity and various learning styles that populate modern classrooms, van 
Tartwijk et al. suggested that teachers should consider strategies that will accommodate 
these differences, while developing positive relationships that foster a well-managed 
classroom, resulting in effective teaching and learning.  
 Peguero and Bondy (2011) suggested that students’ relationship with teachers is a 
building block toward student progress and success. According to Peguero and Bondy, 
students’ relationship with teachers is an important factor toward improving educational 
achievement; motivation; cognitive, social, and emotional development; as well as self-
esteem. For these reasons, the relationship between teachers and students enhances 
students’ beliefs about themselves, which often improve educational trajectories (Peguero 
& Bondy, 2011). Teachers who find ways to connect with students academically as well 
as personally have fewer challenges with classroom management and behavioral 
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problems from students who other teachers find difficult to manage (Peguero & Bondy, 
2011). Marzano (2003) emphasized effective teachers demonstrate this by engaging 
students on a continuous basis, finding ways to interest students, and ultimately setting a 
foundation for a good relationship. Marzano stated, “If a teacher has a good relationship 
with students, then students accept her rules, procedures, and disciplinary actions” (p. 
91). Effective teachers demonstrate what Marzano described as a balance of moderate 
dominance and moderate cooperation in relating to students. This characteristic is 
especially relevant in schools systems with growing culturally diverse populations where 
different factors affect the relationship between teachers and students (Marzano, 2003).   
 As with culturally responsive teaching, Shevalier and McKenzie (2012) noted, 
“Care-based theory and pedagogical practice converge when teachers view dialog and 
attention as integral parts of the teaching and learning relationship” (p. 1095). A few 
studies explored the influence of teacher–student relationships on academic engagement. 
Relationships can affect the classroom and student learning positively or negatively, 
depending on the type of relationship formed between teachers and students (Buka, 2013; 
Gehlbach, Brinkworth, & Harris, 2012; Horwitz, 2000). The relationship between 
students and teachers is a critical aspect of students’ academic progress and success 
(Peguero & Bondy, 2012). Peguero and Bondy (2012) echoed the relevance of teacher–
student relationships for growing populations of culturally diverse students and the 
importance of improving educational achievement; motivation; and cognitive, emotional, 
and social development. To improve students’ chances for academic success, educators 
must strive to form meaningful personal relationships with students (Jiménez & Rose, 
2010; Roorda et al., 2011). According to Hersi and Watkinson (2012), the elements that 
characterize positive teacher–student relationships involve a level of concern and 
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commitment shared between teacher and learner. Hersi and Watkinson described this 
“ethic of caring” (p. 100) as an open communication that promotes emotional and 
academic support, which fosters a safe and caring learning community.  
 Through positive relationships, teachers learn the cultural backgrounds that can be 
connected to curriculum and students’ interests (Hersi & Watkinson, 2012). For some 
culturally diverse populations, connections with caring teachers and adults at school can 
be an important protective factor (Buka, 2013). Supportive adults at school help to 
enhance the school experience for culturally diverse students by buffering the emotional 
stresses of language difficulties, exposure to discrimination, and discomfort with other 
cultures (Green, Rhodes, Hirsch, Suárez-Orozco, & Camic, 2008). Positive experiences 
with adults in the school setting can positively contribute to later academic engagement 
among students of culturally diverse backgrounds (Green et al., 2008). Gehlbach et al. 
(2012) informed that a positive relationship with adults is the single most important 
element that promotes positive youth development at the secondary level. Gehlbach et al. 
suggested further that important student outcomes are affected by teacher–student 
relationships. Conversely, a negative teacher–student relationship is believed to interfere 
with the student’s emotional security and attempts to engage in the environmental 
expectations in school (Roorda et al., 2011).  
 Jiménez and Rose (2010) argued the importance of relationship building between 
teachers and students and the need to provide effective instruction. Enthusiasm for 
learning and increased student engagement were achieved when teachers demonstrated 
signs of cross-cultural understanding and used multicultural literature (Jiménez & Rose, 
2010). To establish healthy relationships in the process of providing quality instruction 
requires a broad focus to learn more concerning the students’ cultural and linguistic 
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backgrounds (Jiménez & Rose, 2010). Jiménez and Rose suggested that deeper 
understanding of students’ lives promotes development of positive relationships. 
Concerning relationship building and culturally responsive teaching, Jiménez and Rose 
agreed that the idea is two-fold; relationships are built by attentive teaching that is 
sensitive to diversity, and this type of teaching helps foster healthier relationships with 
students. 
 Opdenakker, Maulana, and den Brock (2012) advised that the interpersonal 
relationship between teacher and student is a significant predictor of autonomous 
motivation. Motivation is an important determining factor of school success (Buka, 2013; 
Opdenakker et al., 2012). Opdenakker et al. informed that poor motivational outcomes of 
students are associated with inadequate quality of teacher–student relationships. Although 
Opdenakker et al. agreed that supportive and conducive learning is important to student 
learning, the writers also suggested that student motivation could be deterred by 
developmental changes. 
 Buka (2013) acknowledged that teachers who foster favorable learning 
environments also establish positive relationships with their students. Buka further 
explained how teachers who demonstrate sensitivity toward individual differences also 
help to produce greater motivation in their students. Buka proposed that positive 
relationships help students develop socially and engage more in learning. Buka suggested 
further that the positive relationships shared between teachers and students and the 
experiences of a positive school-learning environment are indicators of academic 
progress. Demonstrations of positive student–teacher relationships involve teachers 
interacting in respectful and responsive manners toward students; demonstrating 
knowledge of students’ unique backgrounds, interests, and academic levels; and showing 
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an overall enjoyment of students (Buka, 2013; Corso, Bundick, Quaglia, & Haywood, 
2013). 
 The benefits of positive teacher–student relationships are endless. There are also 
consequences when teacher–student relationships are undesirable, lacking empathy and 
warmth, resulting in decreased student engagement and lower academic achievement 
(Corso et al., 2013). According to Buka (2013), other factors such as individual 
characteristics and school climate contribute to the quality of the relationships between 
teacher and student. Because leadership influences school climate, it requires some 
discussion.   
Leadership Effects on School Culture 
 Marzano (2003) proposed that leadership could be considered the single most 
important aspect of effective school reform. Marzano continued that leadership is 
necessary in the effectiveness of reform associated with factors on three levels: the 
school, teacher, and student levels. According to Marzano, many characteristics lead to 
effective leadership and its impact on other educational factors. These leadership 
influences include (a) a school mission and goals, (b) school climate and culture, (c) 
teacher attitudes, (d) teacher classroom practices, (e) the organization of curriculum and 
instruction, and (f) students’ opportunity to learn (Marzano, 2003).  
 It is beneficial to establish a detailed description of school climate as a part of this 
discussion. Osman (2012) described school climate or culture as a reflection of 
organizational structure that identifies the school’s uniqueness. Osman continued that 
school climate determines the success or failure of a school. Osman also suggested that 
school climate makes a difference in creating an environment for learning in which there 
are joy and passion for teaching and learning. Osman agreed that this type of 
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environment is the combined effort of leadership and staff to identify factors that create 
or inhibit the development of a positive school climate.  
 Howley, Woodrum, Burgess, and Rhodes (2009) viewed culturally responsive 
leadership as cultivating the culture of which the school is a part. Howley et al. described 
“cultural leadership” (p. 13) as a set of practices attending to the organizational culture of 
the school. Consequently, school leaders should consider the community’s norms and 
aspirations within their leadership practices (Holmes, Clement, & Albright, 2013; 
Howley et al., 2009). In investigating the influence of community culture on leadership 
practices, Howley et al. explored leadership outcomes based on the communities in which 
the schools were located. The study provided insight to the claim that deep understanding 
of culture is a basic requirement for effective planning initiatives and school leadership 
(Howley et al., 2009). Howley et al. warned, however, of the importance of maintaining a 
balance and of excessive responsiveness to community needs that may lead to unplanned 
and hasty decision making.  
 In a study concerning leadership practices and school culture, Turan and Bektas 
(2013) recognized the value of leaders being the pioneers of cultural and moral identity of 
an organization. According to Turan and Bektas, although the cultural aspect of an 
organization emerges through the interaction of many variables, the cultural foundation 
depends heavily on the collaboration of leaders. This interaction is what makes an 
organization unique in regards to its shared values, perspectives, philosophies, and beliefs 
(Turan & Bektas, 2013). Creating a positive and nurturing atmosphere in support of 
teachers’ professional and personal needs is among the qualities of a great leader (Turan 
& Bektas, 2013). Furthermore, student interaction is a valued leadership quality that 
nurtures positive school culture (Turan & Bektas, 2013). 
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 Borrero, Lee, and Padilla (2013) illustrated the successful leadership practices of 
a secondary level academy that acted as a connective force between students’ home and 
school lives, resulting in favorable school outcomes. The academy consisted entirely of 
ethnic minorities, with 50% of the population speaking English as a second language. 
The academy maintained many successes because teachers and school leaders created a 
supportive culture for students in spite of the different risk factors associated with 
academic achievement (Borrero et al., 2013). Students in the academy consistently 
demonstrated resilience based on teacher and administrator leadership practices such as 
maintaining high expectations, developing clear classroom structures, and providing a 
foundation for academic efficacy (Borrero et al., 2013). Other practices involved (a) 
meaningful relationships with teachers, (b) supportive friendships, (c) staff members who 
facilitate a strong home–school relationship by reinforcing values and expectations 
between the two, and (d) leaders who provide ways for parents to get involved with 
students’ education (Borrero et al., 2013). The organizational structures involved a 
demonstration of compassion for students and promoted positive thinking to ensure 
students understood the possibilities of success. The study revealed successful program 
outcomes based on the significant practices of leadership commitment and teachers 
working in collaboration with administrators to establish a culture consistent with 
academic efficacy (Borrero et al., 2013). 
 Several authors advised on what leaders could do to build collective capacity in 
schools with students of diverse cultural backgrounds (Horng & Loeb, 2010; Marzano, 
2003; Walker & Riordan, 2010). To reiterate Marzano (2003), leadership is not only the 
foundation for change for all levels of school effectiveness combined but also the driving 
force for continuous improvement. Walker and Riordan (2010) agreed that leaders in 
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formal and informal positions play a pivotal role in nurturing professional relationships 
and developing shared values. Walker and Riordan suggested that leadership is about 
building the capacity of the collective to make a difference. Marzano supported the idea 
that effective school leaders are intensely involved in issues that directly influence the 
school and overall student achievement. According to Horng and Loeb (2010), leadership 
is a balance between management and vision.  
 Horng and Loeb (2010) discussed prior research that emphasized instructional 
leaders being focused on curriculum and instruction. The previous idea of instructional 
leadership was defined as leaders who possessed a hands-on approach with issues related 
to curriculum and instruction with an emphasis of working directly with teachers (Horng 
& Loeb, 2010). This idea of instructional leadership should not be discounted, but today’s 
learning institutions are structured differently, with other areas related to professional 
growth and student achievement besides curriculum and instruction. Effective 
instructional leaders are able to apply both instructional skill knowledge and content 
knowledge. Different models of instructional leadership have transformed ideas of 
instructional leadership as the result of present-day changes in education.  
 Modern ideas concerning instructional leadership are more focused on 
organizational management (Horng & Loeb, 2010). To bring a level of knowledge 
beyond the supervisory role at the school level and in response to increased performance 
expectations, schools and districts are turning to teachers as instructional leaders (Mangin 
& Stoelinga, 2010). The teacher-level instructional-leadership roles are multifaceted, 
involving professional learning opportunities, data collection and analysis, collaborative 
planning and discussions, reflective practices, and shared practices among peers (Mangin 
& Stoelinga, 2010). According to Ludlow (2011), teachers have the potential to lead 
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improvement efforts despite a lack of titles or positional leadership authority. As 
mentioned before, instructional leadership at the teacher level has been argued to 
contribute to school improvement in spite of positions (Mangin & Stoelinga, 2010). With 
the implementation of shared decision making, strategies to becoming more culturally 
responsive institutions of learning, and adaptation to follow the established goals, 
instructional leadership at the teacher level is a logical part of changed practice (Mangin 
& Stoelinga, 2010). 
 Walker and Riordan (2010) acknowledged teachers can develop a collective 
capacity that leads to improvements in teaching, learning, and decision making and in 
turn will influence student learning outcomes. This distribution of leadership has placed 
teachers as instructional leaders implementing initiatives such as teacher collaboration, 
teacher as researcher, and peer coaching, all aimed at collective enhancement of 
educational programs. According to Ludlow (2011), in the modern education arena, 
instructional leadership at the teacher level has become increasingly important as the 
determination grows that all children can achieve desired outcomes during the school 
years and beyond.  
Summary 
 The review of the literature identified key findings relevant to this qualitative 
research study. An increase in diverse student groups such as ELL students within 
various learning institutions across the United States requires a closer examination of 
students’ needs and an assessment of how institutions are meeting these needs. 
Classrooms today are teeming with challenges in diversity and demands that necessitate 
teachers and organizational leaders utilize various strategies that will encourage student 
achievement while simultaneously preparing students for personal, social, and cognitive 
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challenges through building positive relationships (Buka, 2013). Culturally responsive 
strategies play an important role in enriching the learning process for students. With the 
current challenges, especially in the public education sector, educational leadership must 
rely on collaborative efforts to improve student learning and student outcomes. 
Gap in Knowledge 
 Programs for ELL students have existed for many years, yet research is limited on 
the policies, teacher practices, and experiences of students enrolled in these programs 
(Hersi & Watkinson, 2012). Extensive research is available that focused on adolescents 
but is deficient in examining middle school and early learning programs. Research is 
growing however, on culturally relevant pedagogy for these grade levels.  
Future Research 
 Further research is needed in examining ESOL program models and the quality of 
these programs (Klein, 2008). Extensive research has detailed the importance of what 
defines culturally responsive teaching and how it is applied (Shevalier & McKenzie, 
2012). Additional research identifying why culturally responsive practices are important 
would be valuable. Peercy (2011) informed of the significant amount of research that 
discussed practices that should be implemented for improved achievement for ELL 
students, but studies are limited regarding actual practices that teachers of ELL students 
use to support student achievement in mainstream classrooms. Additional research 
concerning actual practices in the mainstream classroom to assist students learning 
English would be beneficial.  
Contributions of Research Study 
 Significant bodies of work have informed of the type of linguistic and literacy 
instruction that assists ELL students (Peercy, 2011). This study contributes to the current 
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literature and offers useful strategies for improving the learning for ELL students, 
culturally diverse populations, and non-English-speaking students.  
Research Questions 
 This grounded theory study was guided by the following research questions: 
1. What strategies do teachers use to create an academically challenging learning 
environment for ELL students at the high school level?  
2. What instructional practices do teachers use to enhance the cultural learning 
experience for ELL students at the high school level? 
3. What aspects of the relationship between teachers and their students who are 
learning to speak English contribute to the learners’ academic performance at the high 
school level? 
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Chapter 3: Methodology 
Aim of the Study 
 The aim of this study was to develop a substantive theory concerning the 
conditions under which culturally responsive teaching strategies for students who are 
learning English and culturally diverse student populations would be most beneficial and 
why. To increase the understanding of specific strategies that improve services for these 
student groups, this study examined participants’ experiences through in-depth interviews 
and observations. Collected data were analyzed to identify the strategies that contribute to 
students’ academic engagement. The grounded-theory philosophical framework is 
described. Participants, data collection, instrumentation, data analysis, ethical 
considerations, trustworthiness, and potential research bias are addressed.  
Qualitative Research Approach 
This study involved a qualitative method of research using grounded theory 
procedures to collect data from participants because of its potential to contribute to the 
development of theory. Corbin and Strauss (2007) substantiated qualitative research as 
suited for discovery-oriented inquiry and studying complex or natural phenomena. An 
outcome of qualitative research involves the development of detailed understandings 
about a substantive topic utilizing a personal approach to gather data (Creswell, 2012). 
Corbin and Strauss (2007) supported the process of exploring experiences related to 
human behavior to develop a theory as valid of qualitative research.  
Qualitative research assures the use of inductive logic within the context of the 
topic being examined, allowing for the emergence of a research design (Corbin & 
Strauss, 2007). Corbin and Strauss (2007) explained the emergence of a research design 
is accomplished using a grounded-theory research approach where results are 
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“inductively derived from the study of the phenomena it represents” (p. 23). Corbin and 
Strauss (2007) stated that the use of qualitative methods for data gathering and analysis 
has given satisfactory results in phenomenological studies. Corbin and Strauss (2007) 
maintained that “research that attempts to uncover the nature of persons’ experiences 
with a phenomenon” (p. 19) lends itself to qualitative research. Corbin and Strauss (2007) 
further explained that qualitative methods could give details of phenomena that might 
otherwise be difficult to ascertain through quantitative methods.  
Grounded Theory 
The research methodology for this study was grounded theory. Grounded theory 
research, developed by Anselm Strauss in the late 1960s, has been described as “one of 
the most influential research traditions in education and the social sciences” (Hays & 
Wood, 2011, p. 89). Grounded implies that the explanation pertains to the experiences 
and behaviors of the individuals engaging in the activity (Glaser & Strauss, 1967). 
Developing theory aids in the explanation of behaviors and is useable in guiding further 
research on behavior (Glaser & Strauss, 1967). The uniqueness of the grounded theory 
approach, as explained by Glaser and Strauss (1967), lies in two elements: (a) theory 
based upon patterns found in empirical data, and not inferences, and (b) constant 
comparison between emergent theory and new data. A grounded theory approach is 
appropriate when the researcher seeks to generate a theory when one is not suitable or 
available for the topic that is being examined (Creswell, 2012). Grounded theory research 
involves the generation of innovative theory from the investigation of real-life situations 
relevant to the research problem (Glaser & Strauss, 1967). For the beginning researcher, 
the selection of grounded theory methodology utilizes systematic procedures to generate 
a theory that conceptually explains a process, actions, or interactions concerning central 
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phenomena (Creswell, 2012; Glaser & Strauss, 1967). Using a grounded theory 
methodology allows the researcher to “remain close to the data and intentional in 
exploring, describing, predicting, and explaining phenomena for a particular setting” 
(Hays & Wood, 2011, p. 290). A grounded theory approach empowers individual 
participants to share their perspectives while minimizing the dominant relationship that 
often exists between researcher and participants in a study (Creswell, 2012). According to 
Glaser and Strauss, the interrelated uses of grounded theory are (a) to enable prediction 
and explanation of behavior, (b) to be usable in practical applications, (c) to give a 
perspective on behavior, and (d) to guide research and explanations of specific behaviors. 
To generate a theoretical concept, Glaser and Strauss (1967) suggested the 
systematic approach of developing themes from collected data with open coding. 
Creswell (2012) explained grounded theory exists at the most abstract conceptual level 
rather than the least abstract level as discovered in visual data presentations. In the 
process, a theory is grounded in the data rather than forced into categories. Glaser and 
Strauss labeled the four essential criteria of grounded theory as fit, work, relevance, and 
modifiability. Glaser and Strauss defined the criteria as follows. The theory should 
provide clear enough categories and hypothesis so that crucial ones can be verified in 
present and future research; they must be clear enough to be readily operationalized in 
quantitative studies when these are appropriate. 
The theory must also be readily understandable to sociologist of any viewpoint, to 
students and to significant laymen. Theory that can meet these requirements must 
fit the situation being researched, and work when put into use. By “fit” we mean 
that the categories must be readily applicable to and indicated by the data under 
study; by “work” we mean that they must be meaningfully relevant to and be able 
to explain the behavior under study. (Glaser & Strauss, 1967, p. 3) 
Grounded theory was appropriate for this study because it explores experiences of 
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the study participants in order to develop a theory. Corbin and Strauss (2007) 
acknowledged the procedures of grounded theory are designed to develop a set of 
concepts that provide a thorough theoretical explanation related to phenomena under 
study. Corbin and Strauss (2007) maintained that a grounded theory should explain, 
describe, and implicitly give some level of predictability for certain conditions.  
The purpose of grounded theory is discovery. This researcher sought to 
understand and describe strategies that improve learning for ELL students and culturally 
diverse populations at the study site from the teachers’ perspective. Grounded theory was 
consistent with the purpose of the research study in that it requires the researcher to be 
immersed in the participant’s experience in the learning environment. The individual 
interviews were considered important in understanding the effective strategies from the 
participant’s perspective (Creswell, 2012).  
Research questions in grounded theory focus on what the researcher wants to 
know about the subject (Corbin & Strauss, 2007). Grounded theory questions are 
generally action and process oriented. Questions begin as open or broad to allow 
opportunities for discovery. According to Corbin and Strauss (2007), some investigators 
believe that the development of theoretically informed interpretations is the most 
powerful way to demonstrate reality. Corbin and Strauss (2007) mentioned that 
researchers concerned with building theory also believe that theories represent the most 
systematic way of integrating scientific knowledge.  
Participants 
 The target population to which the findings were applicable was teachers working 
in an urban high school and serving students of culturally diverse populations inclusive of 
students learning English at the study school. Teachers at the study school were invited to 
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participate in the study. The study sample was 12 high school teachers working at the 
study school (see Table 1).  
Table 1 
Characteristics of the 12 Participants 
Participant 
Age  
range Gender Degree Position 
Years 
experience 
Content  
area Grades 
1 30–39 Female Master’s Teacher 6–10 Economics 11, 12 
2 20–29 Female Master’s Teacher 1–5 Biology 9, 10 
3 30–39 Female Master’s Teacher, 
admin. 
6–10 Marketing 9–12 
4 40–49 Male Bachelor’s Teacher 11–15 Science, 
social studies 
9–12 
5 40–49 Male Master’s Teacher, 
admin. 
16–19 Science 12 
6 30–39 Female Master’s Teacher 6–10 English 
language arts 
9–12 
7 40–49 Female Master’s Teacher, 
admin. 
11–15 English 
language arts 
10 
8 40–49 Female Master’s Teacher, 
admin. 
16–19 History 9 
9 30–39 Male Master’s Teacher 16–19 Physical 
education 
9–12 
10 30–39 Male Specialist Admin. 6–10 Science Adults 
11 30–39 Female Master’s Teacher, 
admin. 
11–15 English 
language arts 
9–12 
12 30–39 Male Master’s Teacher 6–10 Mathematics 9, 10 
 
Participants were selected using purposeful criterion sampling. Participants were 
chosen based on experience, availability, and willingness to participate. The teachers 
possessed knowledge of teaching ELL students and were employed at the study school 
that serves a diverse student population in Grades 9–12. All of the selected participants 
had at least 1 year of experience servicing students identified as ELL students. The 
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participants had expert knowledge in different content areas. The study site was chosen 
based on the school demographics and the number of ELL students enrolled. In the 
present qualitative study, data were collected from interviews and participant observation, 
and a grounded theory approach was used to analyze the data. Purposeful sampling was 
used, and participants were chosen based on their instructional expertise and knowledge 
of working with the subject group (Creswell, 2012). 
Data Collection  
 Instrumentation. An original instrument for collecting interview data was 
established (see Appendix). The participant interview included three sections. Section 1 
gathered demographic information, to assess the participants’ characteristics and 
knowledge base of working with ELL students. Section 2 gathered respondents’ 
perception of overall strategies with ELL students. Section 3 addressed challenges and 
recommendations. The interview included seven fill-in response and six open-ended 
items. Kolb (2012) shared, “The process of interviewing during a qualitative study allows 
the researcher the opportunity to gain the perspectives of other individuals” (p. 84). For 
the investigation, data were collected from the administration of personal interviews, 
observations, and visual documentation. Initially, the researcher asked specific questions 
relevant to the teachers’ experience, subject area, and the number of years teaching ELL 
students. The personal interview focused on the research questions of the study. The 
questions were initially open ended and gradually became more specific as data emerged.  
The interview data were coded using NVivo, a software tool used to support 
qualitative and mixed-methods research (Bazely & Richards, 2000). Current NVivo 
software allows the collection, organization, and analysis of data from interviews, focus 
groups, surveys, audio, and social media. 
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 Validity. According to Kolb (2012), validity can be enhanced in qualitative 
research through reflexivity, documentation, theoretical sampling, negative case analysis, 
and transferability. For this study, internal validity was promoted by addressing the 
accuracy of the data by incorporating triangulation procedures using three types of data 
and comparing study results with the perspectives of the participants. The participants in 
the study were given a copy of the transcribed interview and allowed to clarify, make 
corrections, or additions to their comments. The data analysis was conducted using 
revised and approved transcripts from participants. Validity was extended using 
qualitative data analysis software, NVivo, to code data and address validity threats 
(Penna & Siccama, 2008). 
Procedures  
 Design. This study used a qualitative method of research using grounded theory 
to analyze participants’ experiences with specific strategies to instruct students learning 
English and culturally diverse populations. To allow an in-depth perspective on the topic, 
teachers were invited to participate in the study based on expert knowledge of the study 
topic. The participants were selected utilizing purposeful criterion sampling. Initially, the 
researcher applied for and received approval from the Institutional Review Board to 
conduct the study. This was followed by obtaining permission from the school district 
and school principal to conduct the study. The researcher identified the nature of the 
study to the curriculum assistant principal and provided the informed consent form to 
solicit participation. The curriculum assistant principal recruited and gained assent from 
the study participants. Using purposeful sampling, teachers were selected based on their 
years of experience, their work with ELL students and diverse student populations, and 
their willingness to participate in the study. The researcher contacted interested recruits 
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via e-mail and phone to arrange date and time for interviews. The researcher contacted 
participants to describe the nature of the study and to answer any questions. The 
researcher explained the informed consent to the participant. The document informed 
participants (a) that all information would remain confidential, (b) of voluntary 
participation in the project and the right to stop at any time the participant felt 
uncomfortable, and (c) of the minimal risk of harm in participating in the project. 
Participants received a $5.00 lunch gift card for participating in the interview process. 
Contact information would be shared in case of future clarification regarding the study. 
All consent forms were filed in a secured cabinet to be destroyed 36 months after 
concluding the study.  
 Consistent with grounded theory procedures, high school teachers were observed 
and individual interviews were conducted to explore the conditions under which 
culturally responsive teaching strategies for diverse student groups and students learning 
English were most beneficial and why. The interview questions (see Appendix) were 
open ended and initially asked respondents to describe their work with students, their 
view of the role as teacher to students learning English, how student progress or success 
is evaluated, and their personal philosophy of treatment of students learning English and 
culturally diverse student populations. Some interview questions were closed ended to 
collect specific information as the data emerged. If the data collection process were 
interrupted at the site, due to illness, for example, the researcher would conduct 
interviews via Skype or e-mail.  
The investigator wrote notes on the interview protocol during the initial data 
analysis. Participants were asked to verify collected data for accuracy. After interview 
data were validated, participants’ responses were assigned a number code on the 
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interview protocol. For example, the first interviewee was coded 1, the second 
interviewee was coded 2, and so on. A coded list was kept separate from the consent 
forms. The data analysis involved using in vivo codes by selecting data into categories or 
open codes. This was followed by the use of constant comparative procedures to develop 
emerging themes in order to conceptualize and interpret the participants’ experiences. 
Data were compared with incident, and incident was compared with category.  
Axial coding was developed from the open coding categories to develop a coding 
paradigm. Data were reanalyzed during this process. Selective coding was the final step 
in developing a substantive theory that emerged from studying the phenomenon 
examined under different classroom situations and teacher experiences. The categories 
were interrelated to describe the theoretical explanation.  
The results of this study provide insight into how to improve the academic 
experiences for students learning English within linguistically and culturally diverse 
environments at the study school as well as other instructional settings. The results also 
provide the institution’s leadership team areas of focus in providing support and 
professional development for teachers. In addition, the results assist schools in focusing 
on student diversity and habits related to culturally responsive teaching and learning. The 
developed theory can guide further research on the topic. 
 The result of this research was the development of a substantive theory from 
collected data derived from common themes in the interview protocol data and 
observations. The themes were identified, coded, and comparatively analyzed for 
reliabilities and variances. Consistent data revealed categories that yielded the focus of 
the theory. 
 Data analysis. After participants’ responses were validated, the data were 
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analyzed using a grounded theory approach. Corbin and Strauss (1990) explained that 
grounded theory procedures must be studied, and not merely read, because procedures are 
designed to carefully build theory. The data analysis included open coding, axial coding, 
and selective coding. This study used comparative procedures for data analysis. Constant 
comparative analysis allow the method of joint coding and analysis to generate theory 
more systematically than by using only open coding or generating theoretical ideas alone 
(Glaser & Strauss, 1967). Glaser and Strauss (1967) noted further that constant 
comparative procedures force the analyst to consider much diversity or similarities and 
differences in the data. With the constant comparative method, themes and concepts with 
similar properties were grouped together after reviewing data. As described by Glaser 
and Strauss, the researcher began by coding each incident in the data in many categories 
of analysis as possible from emerging categories or data. Once major themes were 
identified, axial coding was conducted by exploring the relationships between the 
categories. This operation was continuous and simultaneous to the previous stage of 
analysis. The constant comparison of the data eventually generated theoretical properties. 
Glaser and Strauss explained that substantive theory is developed for a specific area of 
inquiry, including issues such as personal loss, professional education, and poverty. 
Glaser and Strauss supported the idea of beginning with substantive theory from data and 
allowing formal theories to emerge. The final analysis involved selective coding, and the 
researcher offered a proposition based on the data (Creswell, 2012). During the 
dissertation-writing phase, a substantive theory concerning strategies for instructing 
students learning English and culturally diverse populations led to a formal theory of 
improving instruction. 
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Ethical Considerations 
This study was conducted during the second semester of the school year after 
teachers and students had established their work habits and before state-mandated testing 
periods began. The study took place during a period of 10 school days for the purpose of 
collecting and analyzing data simultaneously. Ethical treatment of participants did 
comply with all Institutional Review Board guidelines. The researcher preserved 
anonymity of the research site and participants by referring to the study site and school 
district in general terms. The researcher withheld any defining descriptors that would 
cause identification of the participant or organization. All participants were assigned 
number codes during the collection of data. An individual’s decision to participate did not 
affect his or her current or future relation with the study site. During the process of 
collecting data, the researcher refrained from causing any disruptions in daily operations 
and from introducing any issues that would interfere with the integrity of the 
organization. The data were collected before or after school at the study site. All 
documents obtained during the data collection process were kept secured in the 
researcher’s office. Research data would be kept for 36 months from the end of the study. 
All data would be destroyed after that time by discarding the electronic files and 
shredding coding lists and consent forms. 
Trustworthiness 
  Kolb (2012) recognized that trustworthiness could be improved through 
triangulation. To justify corroborating evidence and validity in the study, the researcher 
collected data that were triangulated through collected observations, interviews, and 
documented materials from participants at the study school. The researcher repeatedly 
analyzed the collected data to refine categories or themes during the constant comparative 
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procedures (Corbin & Strauss, 1990). In grounded theory, discriminant sampling was 
used to validate the process by comparing it with other processes in the literature 
(Creswell, 2012). 
Potential Research Bias 
 Corbin and Strauss (1990) suggested an extent of openness and flexibility must be 
obtained to be able to adapt to procedures in different research situations. Corbin and 
Strauss (1990) asserted that prior literature and researcher bias should be included in how 
a theory is developed and verified. As the researcher for this study and an educator by 
profession, a potential existed to be biased towards the educators’ perspective. The 
researcher managed potential bias by placing interpretation on the collected data from 
participants in the study and allowing flexibility when necessary. The researcher did 
acknowledge some sources of theoretical sensitivity. The researcher expressed 
professional experience of working with the subject group. Corbin and Strauss (1990) 
informed of professional experience as a source of theoretical sensitivity by suggesting 
that one acquires an understanding of the field, and this background aids in the research. 
Limitations of the study are presented in Chapter 5. 
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Chapter 4: Findings 
 This research study sought to add to existing knowledge by exploring the practical 
experiences of 12 high school teachers who instruct students who are culturally and 
linguistically diverse and the strategies that are most influential for the students’ 
academic success. To better understand the experiences of the participants and how 
certain strategies were implemented within the learning setting, a qualitative research 
approach was employed. This approach analyzed human perceptions of the phenomenon. 
Following the grounded theoretical approach, the purpose of the research study was to 
build improved understandings regarding perceived efficacy of strategies for students 
learning English and of culturally diverse populations. This chapter reports the findings 
and is organized into three main sections: (a) the implementation of the systematic data 
collection and analysis procedures, (b) the theoretical model narrative, and (c) a summary 
of the grounded theory. The problems suggested in this study were addressed through the 
following research questions: 
1. What strategies do teachers use to create an academically challenging learning 
environment for ELL students at the high school level?  
2. What instructional practices do teachers use to enhance the cultural learning 
experience for ELL students at the high school level? 
 3. What aspects of the relationship between teachers and their students who are 
learning to speak English contribute to the learners’ academic performance at the high 
school level? 
 As discussed in the previous chapter, grounded theory is a qualitative research 
methodology in which theory can emerge in different forms. Glaser and Strauss (1967) 
stated grounded theory could be presented in a continuous theoretical discussion using 
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conceptual categories and their dimensions or represented by a coded set of relationships. 
The data in this study are represented by a coded set of relationships. 
 The systematic design details the coding process as the paradigm model was built 
from the research data. The researcher explains the causal conditions that influence the 
central phenomenon and the nature and direction of the relationship.  
Systematic Design 
 Transcripts were read several times to gain an understanding of the content. 
Creswell (2012) described the process of coding qualitative data as proceeding in three 
steps from open coding, which generalizes concepts; to axial coding, where a central 
phenomenon is identified; to selective coding, chosen as the primary focus. In the open-
coding process, data were categorized according to themes that emerged early in the data 
while interviews were reviewed. Concepts that contained similar properties were grouped 
together and rearranged until the researcher was satisfied with the groupings. The 
categories were named using in vivo codes with terms from the collected data. The 
categories were named (a) classroom strategies, (b) instructional methods, (c) learning 
environment, (d) attitudes, (e) relationship factors, (f) motivation, (g) student 
engagement, (h) cultural sensitivity, and (i) challenges. Properties of these categories 
were also examined and grouped together to help the researcher confirm that the data 
were saturated. Table 2 lists the nine categories and their properties and dimensions. 
 Open coding. The first category, “classroom strategies,” refers to the actions that 
the teacher takes to create an academically challenging learning environment for ELL 
students and culturally diverse student populations. Teachers often referenced relevancy 
and grouping as leading classroom strategies that were used to keep students interested 
and engaged in the learning focus.  
48 
 
 
Table 2 
Open Coding: Strategies for Improving Instruction for English Language Learners and Diverse Student 
Populations 
Category Properties Dimensions 
Classroom  
strategies 
Grouping 
Relevancy 
Heterogeneous pairing 
Individualized monitoring 
Builds relationships 
Hands on 
Peer mentoring 
Make connections 
 
Instructional  
methods 
Collaborative focus 
Differentiation 
Gain support 
Accommodate learning goals 
Active learning 
Interrelated content 
Repetition 
 
Learning  
environment 
Warm 
Welcoming 
Calm demeanor 
Tranquil sounds 
 
Shows compassion 
Approachable 
Sincerity 
 
Attitudes Positivity 
Mixed expressions 
(sternness, kindness) 
 
Straightforward (direct) 
Family relationship 
Protective 
Supportive  
Indifferent to behavioral concerns 
 
Relationship  
factors 
Enhance  Adds accountability for students 
Helps understand authority and relationship dynamics 
Accountability and respect 
Understand individual needs 
Care factor 
 
Motivation Effort 
Choices 
Students demonstrate desire to excel 
Goals are set 
 
Student engagement Focused 
Expectations 
Strive to not disappoint 
Seek approval from caring adults 
Builds expectations in all courses 
 
Cultural  
sensitivity 
Culinary 
Travel 
Personal experiences 
Background knowledge 
 
Helps expose and correct misconceptions  
and preconceptions 
 
Challenges Students 
Teachers 
Limited parental connections 
Language barrier 
Limited resources 
Low reading levels 
 
These strategies were described as useful in many ways. For instance, strategies 
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were used to build relationships among students in the classroom, to make connections 
between in-class instruction and real life, and to involve heterogeneous groupings by 
enforcing students on different skill levels to interact.    
 The second category, “instructional methods,” refers to the teachers’ activities 
that navigated the learning focus and student outcomes during the teaching and learning 
interactions. This category also reflects the approaches that the teachers used to enhance 
the cultural learning experience for students characterized as ELL students. Through team 
collaboration, teachers labored to include interdisciplinary topics. The collaboration 
provided additional support for students because more than one teacher was involved 
with the students’ progress. Additionally, collaborations encouraged several active-
learning and hands-on approaches. Differentiating material for students required teachers 
to focus on individual needs for students. This method was referenced more from 
teachers with 10 or fewer students.  
 “Learning environment” consisted of the feelings and physical descriptions of the 
classroom surroundings. The classrooms often felt welcoming based on the teachers’ 
demeanor; the persona of several of the teachers was warm. The teachers who possessed 
this characteristic were also approachable, easy to talk to, and demonstrated compassion 
toward students.   
 The category of “attitudes” represents the thoughts and feelings described by 
teachers when referring to their students. The properties related to attitudes were positive 
and mixed. Most teachers who possessed a positive attitude were supportive and very 
protective of the students they taught. Teachers who demonstrated a strict attitude 
described themselves as straightforward and direct.  
 “Relationship factors” describes how teachers connected to students inside and 
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outside the classroom. The attitudes demonstrated by the teachers were shown to enhance 
and encourage student accountability as well as respect and caring. Teachers often noted 
that if they showed some care toward students personally, the students worked to gain the 
teachers’ approval and did not want to disappoint them.  
 The “motivation” category indicates the described behavior of students when 
challenged with a learning goal. This category was a result of students’ performance and 
the participating role in the learning process. Students who put forth great effort and 
challenged themselves demonstrated a greater desire to learn.  
 The category of “student engagement” describes the effort and actions procured 
by the students as related to the other categories. Teachers explained how student 
expectations changed as they became increasingly engaged in course work. They also 
highlighted that students showed a concern toward other caring individuals by 
demonstrating an increased desire to set goals and seek the approval of caring teachers.  
 “Cultural sensitivity” emphasizes the abilities that teachers exhibited toward 
diverse student populations. This category also refers to the applications that teachers 
embedded into the curriculum to better serve students within the learning communities. 
Cultural sensitivity was reflected through the personal experiences of teachers, travel, and 
student dialogue. By applying this set of skills, teachers and students identified several 
preconceptions and misconceptions about populations different from their own.  
 The last category, “challenges,” stresses the current issues that teachers and 
students encounter that limit the positive outcomes for teaching and learning. The 
language barrier was discussed as the main dimension that limited communication 
between teachers, students, and parents. Limited resources and low reading levels were 
dimensions that are related to socioeconomic factors of the organization.  
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 Axial coding. After the major themes were identified, the second-level coding 
procedure, axial coding, was conducted. Axial coding involved arranging the data by 
connecting categories in new ways to identify a central phenomenon. Figure 1 is a model 
identifying the central phenomenon. This central phenomenon was examined to identify 
its relationship to the other categories. Student engagement emerged as the dependent 
variable and was influenced by the other categories in some way.  
 
Figure 1. Grounded theory from open coding to axial coding, showing student engagement as the central 
phenomenon. 
 Figure 2 is a paradigm model that visually portrays the relationship between the 
categories. The selective coding process detailed how the theoretical model emerged.  
 Selective coding. The following sections describe how student engagement is 
influenced by conditions described by teachers and school leaders within the academic 
environment. Student engagement depicts the measure of attention, passion, and curiosity 
that students display toward learning and academic progression (Upadyaya & Salmela-
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Aro, 2013). The level of student engagement is critical for academic success on many 
levels (Jiménez & Rose, 2010). 
 
Figure 2. Axial coding: Paradigm model of student engagement as the central phenomenon and the relation 
between various conditions. 
Although the central phenomenon describes an outcome directly related to 
students, who were not participants in the study, the teacher participants all contributed to 
student engagement through the implementation of specific strategies. Although the 
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central phenomenon was the focus, concentrating only on this would not fully address the 
study’s research questions. To fully address the research questions required an 
understanding of the influence that teachers had on student engagement through the 
strategies, instructional practices, and relationships that were shared with students. The 
three research questions were the following:  
1. What strategies do teachers use to create an academically challenging learning 
environment for ELL students at the high school level?  
2. What instructional practices do teachers use to enhance the cultural learning 
experience for ELL students at the high school level? 
 3. What aspects of the relationship between teachers and their students who are 
learning to speak English contribute to the learners’ academic performance at the high 
school level? 
Building a Theoretical Model 
 Causal conditions. Figure 3 represents the conditions that influence student 
engagement, the central phenomenon. Most teachers expressed that the classroom 
strategies that they chose to employ in the learning setting helped to increase student 
engagement.  
 
Figure 3. Categories of conditions that influence student engagement. 
Teachers who experienced an increase in the level of student engagement mostly 
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54 
 
 
used grouping strategies and relevant topics that students were able to apply outside of 
the learning environment. The researcher asked participants what strategies they use to 
create an academically challenging learning environment for their students. There was a 
commonality among a number of participants.   
Participant 2 stated, “I allow students to provide personal examples as they relate 
to their personal lives and experiences. I make the experience relevant by drawing from 
the outside world, which in turn encourages ownership for the student.” Participant 3 
agreed: “When relevance guides students, they are more engaged. Students are able to 
make connections between concepts because they involve their own perspective, opposed 
to just receiving information without a connection or relevance.” Participant 5 suggested,  
It is helpful for someone to understand his or her personal need to be connected, 
so I apply this experience in the way I approach teaching. I recognized that 
students sometimes lack interest because some learning topics lack relevance for 
the student. 
Participant 6 stated, 
Students sometimes do not understand content related to American Government, 
since their exposure is limited to what is printed in text. By bringing material to 
life in the classroom, I am able to connect students to information that is currently 
in the media by using comparison and contrast activities. Current events that are 
relevant to students’ lives usually drive the discussions in class. 
Participant 10 specified, “High-level questioning, topics that are relevant and current are 
engaging for students and encourage speaking and writing.” 
In relation to using the strategy of ensuring that topics have some relevance to 
students, most participants responded in favor of using grouping as a useful and 
successful strategy that led to increased levels of student engagement. Participant 2 
described, “I use heterogeneous pairing sometimes, such as grouping high-performing 
students with lower performing students; this usually works well in my class.” Participant 
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4 concurred: 
I use peer grouping. In this case, students are placed with other bilingual students. 
Oftentimes students may be displaced based on their language needs, and I have 
found that grouping helps students with language barriers to participate more in 
class. 
Participant 7 stated, “I use active learning such as collaborative activities, hands-on tools 
to supplement the reading material. Anticipation guides and literary guides usually lead 
to collaborating with peers.” Seven participants identified grouping as a useful strategy 
for the following reasons: (a) to encourage students to work together to get to develop 
relationships and develop background knowledge about each other, (b) to promote hands-
on learning, (c) to help monitor students more closely, and (d) to encourage students to 
dialog and use English in a comfortable setting. 
Conditions that also influenced the central phenomenon were generated from the 
second interview question, which asked participants what instructional practices they use 
to enhance the cultural learning experience for ELL students in their classroom. 
Participants preferred certain instructional methods that contributed to improved student 
engagement. These methods heavily involved the use of collaboration and differentiation 
techniques. These techniques not only promoted student engagement but also allowed 
students to relate to each other culturally while learning about their similarities and 
differences.  
The participants used many opportunities to encourage students to involve their 
own backgrounds and learn about the backgrounds of fellow classmates. Participant 1 
stated, 
I usually differentiate instruction based on students’ needs. For some students 
scaffolding and chunking information is helpful, while for others, visual elements 
are useful to accommodate to type of learner. So, it depends on how the student 
learns best. 
56 
 
 
Participant 2 affirmed, “I differentiate assignments based on the students’ skill level.” 
Participant 3 stated, “I differentiate according to the needs of the student when it comes 
to instructional methods.” Participant 4 detailed, 
I differentiate instruction by providing different levels of work depending on 
students’ particular needs. For example, if a student needs more individualized 
instruction, I try to accommodate instruction for that student. I notice that students 
that students with different cultural backgrounds share traditions and customs 
with each other through group activities and discussions related to specific topics 
or content. 
Participant 5 affirmed, 
To make connect cultural differences with content, I try to use more scientists 
whom students can relate as examples in the topics. Such as in genetics, I use 
African American scientists in some examples to discuss a genetic trait like sickle 
cell anemia. I also try to involve more women and Hispanics in the discussions to 
make content more relevant to students. 
Participant 8 stated, “With differentiated instruction, I create a learning environment that 
is based on students’ individual needs and interests.”  
When teachers were asked how the instructional methods accommodate students 
with diverse backgrounds and language needs, several teachers pointed out that by 
drawing on topics that were relevant and appealed to students’ diverse needs, the cultural 
aspect became meaningful in the interactions between students in the learning 
environment. For example, Participant 8 specified, 
Many current events are relevant to students’ lives in the news media. Students 
sometimes are knowledgeable of the bias views and perceptions of different racial 
groups. In the American Government class, these topics become a part of the 
lesson. I understand that these topics are needed to prepare students for the 
outside world. Students need to understand how laws are written, and many laws 
are biased against minorities. By making this information relevant to students, it 
helps students to expose their knowledge with each other. 
Participant 10 identified factors related to the learning environment, such as the 
room arrangement, teacher organization, structure, and the ambiance that enhanced the 
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mood of the classroom and contributed to how teachers and students interacted in the 
learning environment. Participant 11 explained, 
I encourage students to read books in their native language but then respond to it 
in English. I also assign many multicultural texts and allow students from diverse 
language and cultural backgrounds to share their knowledge through discussions 
to give more contexts to the literature. I want students to feel empowered and 
confident about being an “expert” on a topic for a change. 
Participant 12 acknowledged, “I use differentiated activities that include, but are not 
limited to, one-on-one, direct instruction, computer-based instruction, and student 
teaching.” Participant 13 stated, 
The instructional methods that I use to help my ELL students are usually tools to 
help keep them engaged, graphic organizers, and visual presentations. I have 
learned that pictures help alleviate the stress of language barriers when 
communication is focused on the content. 
 Strategies. The nature of relationships between teachers and students within a 
learning setting often influences how students respond to situations. Figure 4 presents the 
relationship between the central phenomenon and interactions that result from the central 
phenomenon. The teacher–student relationship can positively encourage student 
engagement when the relationship is positive and meaningful (Green et al., 2008). 
 
Figure 4. Categories of interactions that result from the level of student engagement. 
 When participants’ attitudes toward students were compared relative to teacher–
student relationships and observed student behavior, the results reflected that more 
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students responded positively toward learning when teachers possessed a positive 
attitude. The results are shown in Table 3.   
Table 3 
Teacher Attitudes Toward Students in the Learning Environment 
Attitude Number of participants Student behavior toward learning 
Positive 8 High student engagement 
Negative 1 Most students inattentive 
Mixed (indifferent) 3 Students talkative, inattentive 
 
 In this study, participants were asked what aspects of the relationship between 
them and students learning to speak English or of diverse backgrounds contribute to the 
learners’ academic performance. Participant 1 stated, 
The relationship adds accountability. I feel that word choice is important in 
building relationships with students, because students fear being put in the 
spotlight. It is important to build relationships to help students understand 
authority. I feel that relationships do not have to be friendly at all times. The 
authoritative role must be set in the relationship. 
Participant 2 claimed, 
I get to know students personally. I realize that for some students, a personal 
touch is required. I am always in close proximity to my students and have private 
conversations with students to help student engage or focus. We have a family-
like culture in our classroom. I often refer to students as “my babies.” I have a 
very familiar relationship with my students. I make it a priority to build 
relationships early and invest time in getting to know the student. This helps me 
to guide behavior and instruction as students progress. 
Participant 3 stated, 
I think that relationships between teachers and students contribute to student 
performance. When students have a special, close, loving, and respectable 
relationship with their teacher, they strive to not disappoint. The relationship 
factor helps students outside just this learning environment because it helps them 
to be accountable to someone. 
  As the conversation continued, Participant 3 also explained the care factor. The 
teacher shared, 
59 
 
 
I demonstrate that I care about them personally by supporting students outside the 
learning environment. I attend extracurricular activities, and I have an open-door 
policy, allowing students to feel welcome coming into my classroom. I feel that 
students’ academic performance is enhanced because the students recognize that 
someone cares about them. Students especially care about what others think or 
say about them. 
Participant 6 expressed, “I feel accomplished as a teacher when I witness my 
students’ success. I have witnessed between students how relationships help students 
develop and appreciation for each other and other traditions.” Participant 10 specified, 
The relationships that a teacher creates with a student in classroom should always 
be professional but allow that teacher to build a sense of trust and a connection 
between the two. Students should always feel confident that the teacher wants 
them to learn the most information at the highest level possible. I believe that 
effective instruction should be delivered on a consistent basis for students to 
achieve success. 
Participant 12 stated, 
My personal relationship with my students is an appropriate one. I think my 
relationship with my students is beneficial, but also a hindrance, because I often 
am too nice with them. I need to set better boundaries for students early when 
establishing relationships. I am learning to be more patient with the kids that I 
teach. 
 Intervening conditions. Figure 5 represents the relationship between the 
intervening conditions and the strategies. The learning environment includes all the 
elements in the academic setting such as seating arrangement, teacher proximity, sounds 
in the classroom, student groupings, and the teachers’ organization and structure. These 
conditions influence the relationships between teachers and students, such as the rapport, 
and the teachers’ instructional delivery within the learning environment.  
 Teachers shared descriptive characteristics of the physical learning environment 
and how students respond to it. Participant 4 asserted, “I recommend that teachers 
provide an environment where students feel comfortable.” Participant 2 stated, “The 
physical seating arrangement changes with each teaching unit after we complete a unit 
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exam. I recognize that no matter the seating arrangement, the students seem to 
consistently perform at the same level.” 
 
Figure 5. Categories of contextual conditions that influence the interactions.  
When the researcher inquired about the teacher’s proximity to the student, 
Participant 2 stated, “I am always amongst the population during instructional time; I use 
apps to assist in my ability to teach from any area in the classroom. I use technology to 
‘flip’ the classroom.” Flipping is described as using technology to gain content outside of 
the physical learning environment to allow more interaction and guidance in class 
between the teacher and students instead of using classroom time for lecturing (Horn, 
2013). Students seemed to be very focused and engaged in the activities while the 
researcher observed this method being used by the teacher.  
Participant 1 stated, “I allow students to sit in the same seating arrangement 
throughout the year.” The researcher observed that desks were separated by rows with 
two seats in each row. The board in the front of the classroom consisted of all 
information pertaining to discussion topics, goals, and objectives. The pictures on the 
wall represented the learning focus. When asked about the physical space, Participant 1 
replied, “Students enjoy being acknowledged through the display of their work so that all 
Intervening Conditions 
 
Learning Environment, Seating Arrangement, Groupings, Structure, Proximity, 
Ambience, Attitudes, Organization, Cultural Sensitivity, Familiarity 
 
Strategies 
 
Relationship factors, 
Rapport, Support, 
Positive Teacher 
Attitudes, Caring 
 E
nh
an
ce
 
Student 
Engagement 
 
61 
 
 
can see what they have accomplished.” When the researcher asked about the sound in the 
classroom, Participant 1 stated, “I usually let students listen to the machine that sounds 
like water falling on the rocks to help students concentrate during quite time or test time. 
This helps to stimulate the students during times that they should remain focused.” Given 
the small number of students in the classroom, this technique appeared to be effective for 
the reasons stated by the teacher. Students demonstrated a very calm behavior while 
listening to the sound of the water while continuing to work.  
Participant 4 stated, “Since students sit at computers that are surrounding the 
classroom to complete their coursework, I usually do not work in close proximity to 
students in the learning environment. However, I am approachable to students at all 
times.” Participant 8 indicated, 
Students understand the expectations that have been set in our classroom. I make 
sure that students feel welcomed in the learning environment to express 
themselves. Some students have shared how they feel disconnected or unwanted 
in other classes. I try to make sure that students do not feel that way in my class. 
This condition implies students’ level of engagement is improved when teachers’ 
attitudes are positive toward students. 
 Context. The consequences of student engagement can also be hindered by other 
factors. In this study, participants named factors such as language barriers, limited 
parental connections and involvement, limited resources, and a lack of support as factors 
that can hinder students from performing to their fullest potential long term. Figure 6 
represents the conditions that hinder the outcome of employing the strategies.  
Student challenges. Participant 1 suggested, “Students’ background or family 
situation influences their level of motivation toward learning.” Participant 3 stated, 
“Students sometimes lack interest if topics are of little relevance to their personal 
62 
 
 
situations.” 
 
Figure 6. Categories of conditions that hinder the outcome of employing the strategies. 
 Participant 5 explained, 
Students are deterred from trying harder because they sense that no opportunities 
are in reach after high school. . . . Students feel at a loss because the system is not 
designed to help everyone, and some ELL students feel that it is pointless to get 
an education if their citizenship status is an issue. 
Participant 6 detailed, 
There is a lot of content to cover in a limited amount of time to equip students 
with diverse language needs the skills required to function in a mostly English-
speaking environment. When various languages are spoken within a class setting, 
it creates major challenges. 
Participant 7 stated, “If students do not feel accepted, then it presents a challenge 
academically.” Participant 12 informed, “The challenges that I have encountered were the 
loss of motivation when it comes to not understanding what is going on. They are afraid 
to participate, ask or answer questions that could help them understand.” 
 Teacher challenges. The challenges related to academic engagement for students 
were not limited to students. Participants also referenced the challenges that they faced as 
teachers. These too, hinder overall student engagement.  
Some staff focused on the need for extensive diversity training for staff. 
Participant 8 stated, “Staff needs diversity or sensitivity training to help understand 
student needs.” Participant 3 agreed: “Professional development is needed in the area of 
cultural diversity. I feel that apathy training is necessary. Teachers should take time to 
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reevaluate strategies that do not work.” Participant 6 responded, “Teachers must be open 
to many different situations pertaining to diverse student populations.” 
Other teachers expressed their challenge with limited parent communication and 
feelings of frustration. Participant 6 expressed, “Frustration is a challenge for teachers 
and students. Teachers may feel that they may not be doing enough or trying to figure out 
if they are giving students what they actually need.” Participant 2 established, 
“Sometimes the task can be emotionally draining because as a teacher, I give so much 
and I have the desire to take on a lot from students.” Participant 4 stated, “Sometimes we 
experience challenges in connecting with parents for supportive purposes.” Participant 11 
agreed: “Reaching parents can be a challenge. I think that parents may feel uncomfortable 
or intimidated if they also have language barrier.” 
Even with the challenges that are constantly present in the process, many teachers 
remain hopeful and try to push students to achieve success. Participant 8 stated, 
“Teachers need to have patience with students at all times. Teachers are stressed because 
of expectations, and teachers do not want to see students giving up.” Participant 6 
proposed, “Patience is a challenge to possess throughout the continuous learning cycles.” 
Participant 2 expressed, 
Learning how to compartmentalize information and not allow it to be my only 
focus. I recommend teachers to have a work–life balance by taking time to focus 
on other areas outside of work. Teachers give a lot! Work can be overwhelming, 
however, it is who I am, and this is a part of my life. 
 Consequences. Figure 7 represents the outcome of employing the strategies that 
are influenced by student engagement. When students are highly engaged toward the 
learning process, the results yield improved student performance, increased motivation, 
and more focused learning for students.  
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Figure 7. The outcomes resulting from employing specific strategies influenced from increased student 
engagement. 
Summary of Grounded Theory Narrative 
 The grounded theory narrative included five emergent themes that represent the 
findings of this study. The themes discovered by the findings of this study are 
summarized as follows.  
1. Teachers who identified classroom strategies and instructional methods such as 
grouping, relevant topics, collaboration, and differentiation experienced an increase in 
student engagement. Given the importance of classroom strategies in the success of 
language learners and culturally diverse student populations (Lundquist & Hill, 2009), a 
lack thereof can be damaging.  
2. Criteria for classroom strategies would accommodate the teachers in 
appropriate implementation within the learning setting. These criteria include elements of 
the physical learning environment such as seating arrangement; teachers’ organization; 
teachers’ attitudes, demeanor, and familiarity with students; and the ambiance of the 
surroundings.  
3. These conditions influence the extent of student engagement and the nature of 
the relationships between teachers and students. When teachers possess a positive and 
caring relationship toward students and the learning process, they are able to build a 
positive rapport and demonstrate support for students.  
Consequences 
 
Improved 
student 
performance, 
motivation, 
focused learning 
 
Strategies 
 
Relationship Factors, 
Rapport, Support, 
Positive Teacher 
Attitudes, Caring 
 
Student 
Engagement 
 
65 
 
 
4. However, some conditions, like limited parental involvement, limited 
resources, language barriers, and a lack of support, can hinder the use of certain strategies 
and negatively affect the overall goal of improved student performance.  
5. When challenges are handled appropriately, or met with resolve, the results of 
increased student engagement are improved student performance, motivation, and 
focused learning.  
Chapter Summary 
 This chapter presented the findings of a grounded theory study that examined 
strategies for improving instruction for high school students in respect to linguistic and 
cultural diversity. The implementation of a grounded theory paradigm, data collection, 
and analysis procedures produced five emergent themes that represent the outcomes of 
this study. 
 In summary, it helps to revisit the study’s overarching research question: What 
strategies do teachers employ to improve instruction for culturally diverse student 
populations? The three research questions are summarized below. 
 1. What strategies do teachers use to create an academically challenging learning 
environment for ELL students at the high school level? Nine out of 12 participants used 
classroom strategies that involved grouping students and allowing students to work 
together. All participants used a combination of relevant topics to which the students 
could relate and real-life applications that students could incorporate into their daily lives. 
 2. What instructional practices do teachers use to enhance the cultural learning 
experience for ELL students at the high school level? All of the participants felt that by 
differentiating instruction to appeal to the learner and the learner’s needs would enhance 
the overall experience for the student. Seven teachers applied collaboration efforts to 
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enhance the cultural experience for all students within the learning setting. 
 3. What aspects of the relationship between teachers and their students who are 
learning to speak English contribute to the learners’ academic performance at the high 
school level? The most prevalent characteristics of the relationship between participants 
and students that contributed to the learners’ performance were positive teacher attitudes, 
respectful rapport, and caring.  
 This chapter presented the findings for a grounded theory study that examined 
instructional strategies used by high school teachers of linguistically and culturally 
diverse student populations. The implementation of the research model, data collection, 
and analysis produced five emergent themes that represent the outcomes of this study. In 
the following chapter, these findings are discussed in relation to the research questions 
posed in this study along with the previous research related to each finding. Moreover, 
suggestions for improved practices as well as recommendations for future research are 
presented.  
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Chapter 5: Discussion 
 The purpose of this study was to generate a theory to guide practitioners in 
understanding conditions for improving instruction for linguistically and culturally 
diverse learners at the high school level. A qualitative, grounded-theory research design 
was applied to examine the research questions posed by this study: 
1. What strategies do teachers use to create an academically challenging learning 
environment for ELL students at the high school level?  
2. What instructional practices do teachers use to enhance the cultural learning 
experience for ELL students at the high school level? 
 3. What aspects of the relationship between teachers and their students who are 
learning to speak English contribute to the learners’ academic performance at the high 
school level? 
 The outcomes of this study produced five emergent themes, representing how 
high school teachers incorporate specific strategies in facilitating linguistically and 
culturally diverse student populations. This chapter presents the researcher’s 
interpretation of the research findings presented in the previous chapter for the five 
themes, a discussion of the implications of these findings for practice, and 
recommendations for future research. 
Results and Interpretation of Emergent Themes 
 The result of this study is a grounded theory that distinguishes and integrates the 
five emergent themes, which together establishes a concept of instructional applications 
that drive student performance. Each of the emergent themes is interpreted in relation to 
the research questions posed by the study. Subsequently, each theme collectively forms 
the grounded theory. To establish the extent to which the emergent themes are signified 
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in the literature, a review of the literature was conducted in retrospect. The findings 
related to each of the five emergent themes do not reflect any particular hierarchal rank of 
the data; in practice, they may not be applicable in all circumstances. 
 Theme 1: Student engagement. During data analysis procedures, the concept of 
student engagement, characterized by a committed and study-related mindset (Upadyaya 
& Salmela-Aro, 2013) emerged as the core theme. The summative results of the 
participant responses indicated that student engagement interconnects all the other 
themes. Participant responses suggested that in order to improve students’ performance, a 
high level of student engagement must exist. Upadyaya and Salmela-Aro (2013) 
suggested that school engagement has a positive influence on students’ adjustment in 
academic settings. As Upadyaya and Salmela-Aro discussed, high engagement with 
school could be linked to students’ overall success and predicts many long-term positive 
outcomes such as advanced education, improved career possibilities, and life satisfaction. 
Corso et al. (2013) proposed that student engagement has benefits for individual students, 
teachers, and the learning environment inclusively. Given the various factors that 
determine a students’ degree of engagement, Corso et al. indicated that the most 
productive way for educators to understand the variety of students’ experiences is to 
explore students’ level of engagement in the classroom setting. 
 Participants’ responses indicated that students’ classroom engagement increased 
when teachers selected grouping strategies and chose to incorporate topics that were 
relevant to students’ lives. Jiménez and Rose (2010) agreed that the instructional needs of 
students learning English are met when significant time is applied to making connections 
between students’ school and personal lives.  
 Theme 2: Classroom strategies. Given the importance of classroom strategies in 
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the success of students learning English and culturally diverse student populations, 
teachers can enhance students’ language acquisition and learning experience by targeting 
instruction at the students’ current and emerging levels of performance. Participants in 
this study mentioned the use of grouping techniques and the importance of making 
discussions and lessons relevant to students’ lives. On several instances, participants 
responded that students were likely to be more interested in subject matter that reflected 
some part of their daily lives. The need for material to be relatable and applicable to 
students was a consideration that many of the participants shared when asked about the 
use of specific strategies. Lundquist and Hill (2009) proposed that as student populations 
become increasingly linguistically and culturally diverse, educators must adopt strategies 
that inspire learners to think at higher levels. Lundquist and Hill suggested that teachers 
must know and understand the stage or level at which students are currently performing 
while incorporating strategies to enhance students’ learning. Lundquist and Hill described 
that students’ learning in diverse populations can be enhanced by effectively 
differentiating instruction.  
As suggested by Helfrich and Bosh (2011), peers within the academic setting can 
be of great value, especially to the inclusion and education of students learning English; 
including time for students to work collaboratively is important. Helfrich and Bosh 
implied that teachers should work to engage learners without isolating them or limiting 
instructional time for other students. Likewise, Helfrich and Bosh discussed the 
effectiveness of making connections between students’ interest and their background 
knowledge and how this strategy helps in improving the academic success for diverse 
learners. Applying classroom strategies in this form encourages students to be able to 
work independently at their current level of performance and supports students in 
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achieving at their potential level (Lundquist & Hill, 2009).  
 The findings related to Theme 2 provide a response to research questions posed 
by this study, specifically Research Question 1. The findings pertaining to this theme 
indicate that teachers utilize grouping strategies and deliver topics that are relevant to 
students’ interest to create an academically challenging learning environment for students 
learning to speak English at the high school level. 
 Theme 3: Environmental conditions. Environmental conditions consist of, but 
not limited to, the students’ seating arrangement; teachers’ organization; teachers’ 
attitudes, demeanor, cultural perspectives, and familiarity of students; and the ambiance 
of the surroundings. These conditions all influence how classroom strategies are 
implemented within the learning setting. Gerzon-Kessler (2006) affirmed, “Teachers 
must cultivate a safe, productive, and collaborative culture so that each student feels his 
voice, interests, and efforts are valued” (p. 254). This study provided information from 
the observation of multiple learning settings. Though the various learning settings were 
unique to the expectations set by each teacher who participated in the study, it can be 
inferred that students responded positively in classes where the teacher was highly 
organized, possessed confidence, demonstrated optimism toward students, and 
encouraged student-to-student interaction. In classes where teachers demonstrated the 
aforementioned characteristics, students were enthusiastic to speak and actively 
participated in the discussions and class activities. Students were more apt to share their 
different cultural perspectives concerning the subject matter in classes where the teacher 
exhibited an authoritative role within the learning setting. Helfrich and Bosh (2011) 
described how students acquire knowledge through peer-to-peer interaction and in an 
equitable learning environment where students are delegated some authority and are held 
71 
 
 
accountable by the teacher. Helfrich and Bosh explained further the value in students 
having the opportunities to share individual life experiences through discussion not only 
to help the students interpret individual meanings but also to allow them to contribute to 
the experiences of other diverse learners within the setting.  
 The findings related to Theme 3 provide a response to the research questions 
posed by this study, specifically Research Question 2. The findings suggest that teachers 
involve collaboration efforts and differentiation as instructional practices to enhance the 
cultural learning experience for students who are learning to speak English at the high 
school level. 
 Theme 4: Teacher–student relationships. When teachers possess a positive and 
caring relationship toward students and the learning process, they are able to build a 
positive rapport and demonstrate support for students. Most participants in this study 
demonstrated a positive and nurturing attitude toward students in the learning setting. In 
response, students exhibited a high level of engagement toward learning. On the other 
hand, participants who possessed either a negative or nonchalant approach toward 
students were met with challenging behavioral issues concerning students, such as 
inappropriate use of language in the learning setting, inattentiveness, and overall 
disrespect toward the teacher and other students. Gerzon-Kessler (2006) maintained that 
building personal bonds with students is a key component of student growth and 
achievement. Accordingly, Gerzon-Kessler advised that solid rapport with students helps 
fuel their motivation to excel. Gerzon-Kessler also cautioned that there is a delicate 
balance between discipline and bonding, which requires focus and caring in subtle and 
meaningful ways.  
 The importance of building meaningful relationships with students is heavily 
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supported by current research (Buka, 2013; Corso et al., 2013; Gehlbach et al., 2012; 
Jiménez & Rose, 2010). Jiménez and Rose (2010) argued that teachers should learn more 
about students, their communities, and their cultural and linguistic backgrounds as a first 
step to providing more meaningful instruction. Buka (2013) echoed that developing 
positive relationships with students is powerful and effective in fostering a favorable 
learning climate. Furthermore, Buka described the teacher–student relationship as a cause 
and effect. When students feel valued, they are act more responsively. When teachers 
treat students with respect, in turn, students demonstrate appreciation. According to 
Buka, the implications for students’ academic and social development are positive and 
long lasting when the relationships between teachers and students are improved. 
Gehlbach et al. (2012) discussed the findings that supported their idea that positive 
aspects of the teacher–student relationship are coupled with achievement and 
motivational outcomes. Buka noted that positive relationships encourage students’ 
motivation and engagement in learning. Inverse reactions are also sustained. Gehlbach et 
al. implied that negative aspects of teacher–student relationships correspond to 
diminished achievement and motivation. Although solely improving relationships 
between teachers and students may not directly produce gains in achievement, it is 
considered an effective strategy to enhance student engagement in the academic process.  
 The findings related to Theme 4 provide a response to the research questions 
posed by this study, specifically Research Question 3. The findings suggest that rapport, 
support, positive attitudes, calm demeanor, and caring are aspects of the relationship 
between teachers and students that contribute to the learners’ academic performance at 
the high school level.  
 Theme 5: Challenges impede performance. External challenges such as limited 
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parental involvement, limited resources, language barriers, and a lack of support can 
impede student performance. Participants in this study reflected on challenges related to 
students as well as challenges associated with teaching. In reference to student 
challenges, participants shared how students’ background and experiences with family 
hardships present academic challenges and hinder motivation. Participants explained how 
some students lack interest or become deterred from trying harder at meeting academic 
expectations because they feel that postsecondary options are limited. Bal and Perzigian 
(2013) discussed the individual factors combined with social and educational barriers 
faced by a category of students inclusive of those learning English. Students are 
sometimes confronted with participating in new cultural practices, learning a new 
language, and meeting different expectations while simultaneously dealing with harsh 
physical and social circumstances (Bal & Perzigian, 2013). The stress of adapting to new 
societal and cultural context and dealing with economic, political, and social adversity 
affects students’ academic performance (Bal & Perzigian, 2013). According to Bal and 
Perzigian, even though it is important for teachers to be familiar with the negative effect 
of these factors, it is also important to be attuned to students’ areas of strength such as 
resilience and motivation. 
 Regarding teacher challenges, participants emphasized how the consequences of 
not having a work–life balance can be overwhelming and cause anxiety, which is 
detrimental to professional performance. Participants claimed that support mechanisms 
were lacking and parental communication was limited. These social and cultural factors 
combined affect how students learn and must be considered while working to reduce 
external challenges that impede student learning. Bal and Perzigian (2013) advised 
practitioners working with students of linguistically and culturally diverse backgrounds 
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dealing with such experiences to use effective and socially valid, research-based 
interventions. Bal and Perzigian considered an academic intervention that is relevant for 
students and families experiencing language barriers along with support in their native 
language support within schools that are targeted for improving language and literacy 
skills for ELL students. Corso et al. (2013) suggested that although external factors play 
an important part in student engagement, they do not play as prominent a role at the 
classroom level, as external conditions are not accessible to educators.  
Implication of Findings 
 This research study was conducted with a focus on improving the instruction of 
students learning English among culturally diverse student populations. The participant 
interview data provided insight and understanding of the type of instructional strategies 
that are most useful in specific learning settings for this youth group. Each of the 
practices of integrating culturally relevant instructional strategies, setting appropriate 
environmental conditions to increase focus, and establishing positive teacher–student 
relationships is beneficial for student success. The influence of these practices 
individually is not as beneficial as the application of their combined use. Jiménez and 
Rose (2010) informed that aside from expectant attitudes and dispositions that are 
relevant for teaching students of diverse backgrounds, certain pedagogical knowledge is 
required. Many instructional practices that are considered effective are categorized as 
“culturally responsive instruction” (Jiménez & Rose, 2010, p. 4). A review of the 
literature indicated that “bridging home–school differences” (Jiménez & Rose, 2010, p. 
4) can enhance students’ engagement, but claims of its capacity to increase student 
achievement are not sufficiently supported by current research within this research 
paradigm.   
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 The results of this study can add to existing knowledge regarding effective 
instructional practices for students of diverse language and cultural backgrounds and can 
provide educational practitioners with additional insight that will aid in producing 
positive student outcomes. The results of this research study can assist system 
administrators and professional development designers in planning, implementing, and 
managing support mechanisms through improved understandings of existing barriers that 
impede teacher and student performance in the learning setting. The results of the 
grounded theory data, as supported by the literature, identified emergent themes that are 
of continued interest to the field of education. The literature reflects a steady need for 
researchers to study and design innovative approaches in the pursuit of educating youth 
in diverse learning communities.   
Conclusions and Summaries 
This study resulted in multiple conclusions. First, there exists a strong relationship 
between students’ increased classroom engagement and improved student performance. 
Additionally, student engagement is influenced by four main practices selected by 
teachers: grouping, relevant topics, collaboration, and differentiation. Finally, three 
factors that greatly affect student performance are relationship dynamics, cultural 
perceptions, and external challenges.  
The conclusions in this study strongly support research conducted by Corso et al. 
(2013). They presented the student engagement core (SEC) model, represented by a Venn 
diagram illustrating the interactions between three elements: teacher, student, and content 
(Corso et al., 2013). The grounded theory in this study was similar to the SEC model in 
which the four intersections referred to as classroom interactions either enhance or inhibit 
student engagement: (a) teacher–student interactions (relationship); (b) student–content 
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interactions (relevance); (c) teacher–content interactions (expertise); and (d) at the center, 
the combination of all three interactions (student engagement).  
 According to Corso et al. (2013), positive student–teacher relationships are 
displayed by a genuine concern for students, impartiality toward students, and respect 
toward students supports a student’s engagement. The conclusion in this grounded theory 
study represented similar outcomes related to positive teacher–student relationships and 
increased student engagement. A second parallel outcome relates to relevance in regards 
to student–content interaction. In the SEC model, students are more likely to be engaged 
if they perceive the content to be personally relevant (Corso et al., 2013). In this 
grounded theory study, relevant topics were discussed as the main factor that resulted in 
increased engagement in the learning setting. A third parallel referred to teacher–content 
interaction or expertise in the SEC model. Expertise referred to the teachers’ ability and 
the pedagogical skill set used to effectively assist students (Corso et al., 2013). The 
grounded theory results highlighted key elements in a learning environment conducive 
for learning and how these elements resulted in higher engagement for students. Overall, 
the SEC model and the grounded theory study propose that students likely will 
demonstrate a high level of classroom engagement in learning environments where 
students experience positive relationships with the teacher, perceive class material to be 
relevant, and consider the teacher to be effective in helping them learn the content.   
 Though the findings in this research study are presented theoretically, the results 
have important implications for practice. When educators attempt to incorporate effective 
strategies that consist of positive working relationships, enhanced relevance in the 
content, and pedagogical proficiency, student engagement will improve. This engagement 
will result in positive outcomes for students, teachers, and the organization as a whole.    
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Limitations 
For this study, purposeful sampling was used. The researcher was aware of her 
personal worldview and individual bias as a teacher to ELL students and was cognizant to 
guard against interjecting bias within the research. 
 The theory in this study was developed from experiences and perceptions of a 
small group of high school teachers in one geographical location and was limited in 
communication between teachers and administrators. Because of these constraints, the 
model should be considered emergent and in need of modification. More research should 
be conducted to establish the generalization and the model’s validity. 
Recommendations for Future Research 
Suggestions for future research include the use of qualitative and mixed-methods 
studies to expand knowledge of effective strategies for improving instruction for students 
in linguistically and culturally diverse learning environments. Recommendations for 
future research include the following: 
1. Future qualitative research studies could examine the strategies for improving 
instruction for students learning English and culturally diverse student populations from 
the students’ perspectives, comparing the research findings to this grounded theory study. 
2. A study utilizing mixed methods that allow the collection of data via surveys or 
questionnaires to a larger population could be analyzed and compared to the findings in 
thus grounded theory study.  
3. Modify the grounded theory methodology to use focus groups in addition to 
personal interviews to gain common perceptions as expressed by education practitioners.  
4. Future qualitative research could examine the program models for ELL 
students and the quality of these programs.  
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5. Future qualitative research could identify the value and importance of culturally 
responsive practices.  
The results of such recommended research studies could contribute to the body of 
knowledge regarding student achievement as it relates to cultural diversity, nonnative 
language acquisition, and effective classroom strategies. Additionally, school 
administrators and professional development trainers may find this type of research 
beneficial in designing and managing educational initiatives that will assist teachers and 
students in improved academic performance. 
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Interview Protocol for Professional Instructional Staff  
 
Institution: ____________________________________ 
Participant Code: ______________________________ 
Interviewer: __________________________________________ 
Introductory Protocol 
To ensure the accuracy of this interview, the investigator will be taking detailed notes 
during the interview process. This interview protocol form will be number coded to 
preserve anonymity. Please sign the consent form. For the purpose of this project, only 
researchers on the project will have to this data, which will be destroyed 36 months after 
the completion of the project. Additionally, you will sign a document that describes your 
rights as a human subject in this project. The document informs (a) all information will 
remain confidential, (b) you are voluntarily participating in the project and have the right 
to stop at any time that you feel uncomfortable, and (c) you are at minimal risk of harm 
being inflicted upon you nor will your participation pose a threat to you or your position. 
Thank you for your participating. 
 
This interview is planned to last no longer than 30 minutes. Several questions will be 
covered during this time. If at any point, time becomes a constraint, it may be necessary 
to interrupt you to complete the line of questioning. 
 
Introduction 
 
You have been selected to speak with us today because you work in an urban area high 
school that serves students who are English language learners or students of culturally 
diverse populations. You have been identified as someone who has the experience and 
expertise about interacting with students who are learning English or students of 
culturally diverse backgrounds in the learning environment. This research project focuses 
on understanding strategies for improved performance of English language learners and 
diverse student populations in the teaching and learning environment with particular 
interest on how faculty are engaged in using specific strategies. This study does not aim to 
assess your techniques or experiences. Rather, we are hoping to learn how specific 
strategies are used and offer useful strategies for improving the learning for students of 
culturally diverse populations inclusive of English Language Learners or non-English 
speaking students. 
 
A. Interviewee Demographics 
 
For the purpose of this research, please provide your age.   
 
Age:  20-29__30-39__40-49__50-59__60-69__70-79__ 
Gender: M__ F__ 
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What is your highest level of educational attainment? 
   BS_________________ 
   MA __________________ 
   EdD ________________ 
   EdS ________________ 
   PhD ________________ 
   Certification/ Licensure ______________________ 
 
What is your present position at this institution? 
  
   Professional Instruction/ teacher        
   Support Staff        
   Other (please specify)_________ 
 
How long have you been… 
 
a. Years as a teacher: 0-5__6-10__11-15__16-19__20+__ 
b. Yeas teaching at the study school: 1-5__6-10__11-15__16-19__20+__ 
c. Type of training received for teaching in this program: 
 
What grade level of students do you teach (check all that apply): 
  Freshmen 
  Sophomore 
  Junior 
  Senior 
  Others (please specify) _____________________________________________ 
 
Please describe the characteristics of the students you teach (check all that apply) 
  Students with limited English proficiency 
  Students with disabilities 
  Students that are not disabled 
  Others (please specify) __________________________________________________ 
 
B. Open Ended Interview Questions 
 
1. What strategies do you use to create an academically challenging learning environment 
for English language learners and culturally diverse student populations?  
 
Probes: Are they working—why or why not? 
 
2. Describe the instructional methods that you use to enhance the cultural learning 
experience for students who are characterized as English language learners.  
  
Probes: What motivates you to include these methods? 
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3. Describe your personal relationship with students of limited English proficiency.  
 
Probes: Do you think the relationship that you described contribute (enhance) students’ 
performance? Why or Why not? 
 
C. Challenges and Recommendations 
 
1. Describe any challenges that you have experienced teaching students learning English 
or culturally diverse populations. 
 
2. What recommendations (if any) would you offer other teachers of English language 
learners that may improve the learning experience for students? 
 
3. Please share any thoughts, feelings, or details in regards to teaching English language 
learners or students with limited English proficiency that were not included in this 
interview. 
 
Post Interview Comments and/or Observation 
 
 
